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The Islamic tradition has always held animals in high esteem, deserv-
ing the same level of consideration as humans. The Qur’an opines that 
“there is not an animal in the earth nor a flying creature flying on two 
wings, but they are people like you.” This fascinating and highly original 
book examines the status and nature of animals as they are portrayed 
in the Qur’an and in adjacent exegetical works, in which animals are 
viewed as spiritual, moral, intelligent, and accountable beings. In this 
way, the study presents a challenge to the prevalent view of man’s supe-
riority over animals and suggests new ways of interpreting the Qur’an. 
By placing the discussion within the context of other religions and their 
treatment of animals, the book also makes a persuasive case for animal 
rights from an Islamic perspective.
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ix

This book is an eco-centric reading of the Qur’an, focusing mainly on 
the animal component of the natural world. I argue that although the 
Qur’an – being “guidance to humankind” – addresses humans, situates 
itself within human understandings of the world, and is deeply preoc-
cupied with humans’ destiny, the message it communicates is that status 
depends on spirituality rather than rationality, or for that matter, on any 
feature that is assumed to belong exclusively to humankind. The Qur’an, 
I conclude, is a theocentric document: Any being that worships and obeys 
God obtains God’s pleasure and is rewarded in the hereafter. The Qur’an 
presents these two elements (God’s pleasure and afterlife reward or pun-
ishment) as the clearest indications of meaningful status. My eco-centric 
reading is thus situated within a theocentric worldview that has long 
been perceived in the Islamic scripture.

This book also seeks to challenge the assumption that only humans 
or the so-called rational beings are capable of engaging in meaningful 
relationships with God. Islamic tradition generally categorizes creation 
into two groups: rational beings, consisting of humans, angels, and jinn; 
and nonrational ones, consisting of all other creatures. Although in this 
conception God is admittedly not considered part of creation, He, some-
how, seems to fit with, or at least to engage with or take interest in, the 
first more than the second group. It is as if God and the so-called rational 
beings are the only active parties in the scene of existence, whereas the 
rest of creation simply acts as a setting and decorum. This conception of 
the world may be inferred from the Qur’an, however, only at the cost of 
reducing certain enigmatic phenomena described in it to understandable 
ones, for example, by resorting to figurative interpretations. Opting for 
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such interpretations, however, is a human decision that may be motivated 
by anthropocentric ideas and feelings.

This conception of the world also seems to impose limitations on God. 
One of its possible implications is that God differs from the so-called 
rational beings in degree rather than in essence. God’s knowledge, it is 
true, is understood to be infinite, whereas the so-called rational beings’ 
knowledge remains extremely limited; however, the rational/nonrational 
division still seems to suggest that both God and rational beings more 
or less partake in the same type of knowledge, whereas other beings are 
thought to have none. The Qur’an strongly suggests, however, that the 
natural world engages with God in ways that are deeply meaningful yet 
generally inaccessible to humans. A reader who is willing to approach 
this scripture without certain prevalent assumptions about the human 
and nonhuman worlds will find a vibrant nature. The cosmos of the 
Qur’an is highly interactive with its Creator: It makes choices, experi-
ences emotions, takes divine commands, prays, and hymns the praises of 
God. Naturally, nonhuman beings seem to interact with God in ways that 
are totally outside the realm of human experience and knowledge, thus, 
applying to them terminology that is used to describe human experiences 
is not without problems. The fact that humans do not have the language 
to describe or the means to perceive other beings’ deeper realities, how-
ever, does not mean that such realities do not exist. Absence of evidence 
cannot be taken as evidence of absence. Acknowledging the enigmatic 
aspect of the natural world, furthermore, is not intellectually humiliating; 
rather, it is spiritually uplifting, as it may nurture feelings of humility and 
foster a sense of awe vis-à-vis God’s creation.

I have been asked several times how warranted a non-anthropocen-
tric reading of the Qur’an is. Is it truly necessary to place (or re-place) 
humans within the natural world? Could not the human being continue 
to remain above nature and still achieve a balanced relationship with the 
natural world, say, through the notion of stewardship? Needless to say, I 
am totally persuaded that a non-anthropocentric reading of the Qur’an 
is not only warranted, but also much needed. This is the case not only 
because such reading deepens our understanding of the Islamic scripture, 
but also for its (interconnected) theological and ecological implications.

In fact, assigning status on the sole basis of species membership seems 
to compete with the two most pivotal principles of the Qur’an: God’s one-
ness and justice. As far as the first notion is concerned, placing humans 
above the natural world may lead (and has led) to their deification. As 
an illustration one need only to refer to Rashad Khalifa’s translation of 



Preface xi

Q. 2:30, in which he renders the Qur’anic word khalıfa – which in the 
last century and a half has become overwhelmingly understood as “God’s 
vicegerent” – as “a temporary God”! Many modern Muslims would prob-
ably find the wording of this translation problematic, however, not the 
function it implies: the fact that humans act on God’s behalf among His 
creation. This function does seem to suggest that humans, unlike other 
creatures, are similar to God in fundamental ways. The phrase temporary 
God, therefore, is not inconsistent with this representational function, 
however, it appears to be totally discrepant with the Qur’an’s emphasis 
on the principles of God’s oneness and transcendence.

This alleged divine favoritism seems also to be incompatible with the 
Qur’anic notion of God’s justice. Many of course are able to reconcile 
the two notions of God’s justice and His alleged favoritism – be it at the 
level of race, gender, or species – by calling upon the principles of divine 
wisdom and/or freedom. God, it would be claimed, is free to raise some-
one above another either for reasons that are unknown to humans or for 
no reason at all. Although hypothetically this can be true, in my under-
standing this is not how the Qur’an describes God. Therefore, I hope that 
the distinction I make between the notions of “conferred” and “earned” 
status (last chapter) would enrich the discussion of the Qur’anic notion 
of divine justice and its impact on a number of issues, including, but not 
limited to, ecological matters.

The ecological impact of the exaggeration of humans’ status hardly 
needs to be elucidated. Many thinkers have, for example, identified the 
link between humanism, with its emphasis on humans’ centrality in the 
world, and the current ecological crisis. Similarly, the biblical notion of 
dominion has often been blamed for nurturing despotic attitudes toward 
nature. Regardless of whether or not such despotism was intended in the 
Bible, the notion itself has often been taken as a license for tyranny. In an 
Islamic context, there seems to be a correlation between the exaggeration 
of humans’ status, which has peaked in modern Islamic thought, and 
Muslims’ deteriorating attitudes toward nature in the last century or so. 
The aim of this book, however, is not to devalue humans; rather, it is to 
place them amidst a natural order that God seems to value greatly. Such 
an outlook, in my opinion, is spiritually more fruitful and practically 
more conducive to a healthy attitude toward nature.

Finally, I need to note that this study is not an exhaustive treatment of 
Qur’anic animal themes – such treatment proved to be beyond the scope 
of one book. It is, however, my hope to pursue this and related topics in 
forthcoming projects. The primary audience of this book would initially 



Prefacexii

consist of students of Islam and the environment, particularly animal 
studies. Considering the nature of the questions it raises, however, I hope 
that it has something to offer to those who are interested in gender stud-
ies, ethics, and related fields.

 

 



xiii

Working on this book has been intellectually and spiritually transforma-
tive, an experience for which I am deeply indebted to all those who helped 
me in the process. My thanks go first to my advisor, Professor Joseph 
Lowry for his stimulating ideas, support, encouragement, kindness, and 
for never failing to be there for me whenever I needed him. It has been a 
real privilege to have had the opportunity to work under the supervision 
of someone of his caliber. My sincere thanks also go to the other members 
of my graduate committee, Professors Everett Rowson, Roger Allen, and 
Jamal Elias. I am equally thankful to Professor Barbara Von Schlegell for 
her support and academic advice during my first years at the University 
of Pennsylvania. Professor Badredine Arfi from the University of Florida 
meticulously read and commented on my entire manuscript, providing 
excellent feedback on it, for which I am also very grateful. The University 
of Florida generously provided me with a grant that allowed me to pre-
pare the final draft of this book.

My dearest friend Dalia Abou-Hagar discussed my topic with me over 
the phone for countless hours. Her insights and suggestions were most 
helpful. I want to thank Dalia also for being an exceptionally selfless, 
devoted, and kind friend. My friends Sa’diyya Shaikh, Ashraf Kagee, Wang 
Ching Jen, Iman Bashrawi, Mehrziyya Ben Moussa, Bashir Ben Moussa, 
Kawthar Hamdi, and Sonia Majoul deserve my sincere thanks as well.

My family’s unconditional love, prayers, and encouragement have 
been crucial to my personal and intellectual progress. I want to take this 
opportunity to express my deep affection to my beloved siblings, Sami, 
Najwa, Rami, Samir, and Safouene. You are among God’s most beautiful 
gifts to me, and I am thankful! My aunt Zohra’s affection is something I 

Acknowledgments



Acknowledgmentsxiv

will never be able to repay. I am certainly blessed to have her as a second 
mother. My beloved husband, Ashraf Oloufa, has borne more than his 
fair share in our marriage. I thank him warmly for his love and patience, 
for being proud of my achievements, for believing in me, and for never 
failing to bring laughter and joy to my heart. May we continue to be qur-
rat ʿayn for one another!

My greatest debt of gratitude is to my mother and my late father. No 
words can do justice to what my parents have done for me. I pray that 
their reward be with God for the great people they are and for everything 
they have done for me.



1

Part I

Context

  

 





3

Islamic civilization has been markedly attentive to the well-being of 
 animals, acknowledging their interests and extending legal rights and pro-
tection to a large number of species, an attitude that is to a large extent the 
result of the special attention one of the two textual sources of the Islamic 
religion, the Hadıth, pays to them. Although the welfare of animals, 
human and nonhuman, received ample attention, issues connected with 
the natures and status of nonhuman species did not benefit from the same 
level of consideration despite the fact that both the Qur’an and the Hadıth 
contain a wealth of material and offer remarkable perspectives on this 
dimension of the animal question. Muslims – regardless of how immersed 
they are in Islamic knowledge, what Islamic disciplines they master, and 
what form of Islam they embrace – often hold ambivalent views about 
the psychological natures of nonhuman animals and generally share the 
idea that the latter are inferior to humans. Muslims perceive this hierar-
chical scheme both in nature and in the Qur’an and generally believe that 
it reflects the will of God, who is assumed to favor humans over many or 
all other creatures. this perception is not, however, supported by a close 
reading of the Qur’an, which not only presents nonhuman animals as psy-
chologically complex beings, but also values all species far more than is 
usually conceded. this book sets out to explore the Qur’an’s approach to 
the nature and status of animals, both human and nonhuman.

The animal question

Although questions about the natures, status, and welfare of nonhuman 
animals have existed since time immemorial, in the last few decades they 
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have gained an unprecedented momentum, noticeable not only in the 
establishment of numerous animal-rights movements and the prolifera-
tion of philosophical, ethical, and legal literature discussing animals, but 
also in the types of questions that are asked and the propositions that 
are made about the rights, natures, and status of many species. the infe-
rior status to which most – if not all – human societies have traditionally 
consigned other animals is now being contested. Many traditional uses 
of a large number of animal species are now characterized as abuses and 
consequently challenged. By analogy with racism and sexism, giving pri-
ority to humans’ interests over the interests of other animals is sometimes 
labeled as “speciesism,” an attitude which many ethicists consider mor-
ally untenable. the very use of the word animal to refer to nonhuman 
animals only is deemed objectionable, not only because it presupposes 
that humans are intrinsically distinct from other species, but also because 
it lumps all other species together, as if there are no or hardly any signif-
icant differences between them.

there is a clear correlation between this unprecedented interest in other 
animals’ status and welfare and the abuses perpetrated on a number of 
species, equally unprecedented in their brutality and magnitude. the two 
fields in which a large number of nonhuman animal species have come 
to suffer the worst types of cruelty, on a massive scale, are biomedical 
research and agribusiness. Using animals as tools for scientific research is 
an old phenomenon, practiced at the time of the Greek doctor Galen and 
much earlier.1 What are new about the current situation are the diver-
sification of its methods and the intensity of its practice. In addition to 
the old phenomenon of vivisection, testing on nonhuman animals now 
includes electrical shocks, exposure to toxic chemicals, intentional inflic-
tion of diseases and psychological trauma, long-term (usually lifetime) 
confinement, and genetic engineering. the number of nonhuman animals 
undergoing such experiments in the different governmental, medical, and 
academic institutions in the United States alone is estimated at tens of 
millions per year.2 Furthermore, many animal-rights advocates believe 
that most of these experiments can be easily dispensed with because 
many of them are repetitive, and many others are undertaken for sheer 
curiosity. Many experiments are also done for reasons deemed trivial, 
such as research in the field of cosmetics.

1 R. J. Hankinson, “Le phénomène et l’obscur: Galien et les animaux,” in L’Animal dans 
l’antiquité, ed. B Cassin and J. L. Labarrière (Paris: J. Vrin, 1997), 75–93.

2 Paul Waldau, Animal Rights: What Everyone Needs to Know (oxford: oxford University 
Press, 2011), 28–32.
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Unlike biomedical research, agribusiness is a relatively new phenome-
non, which emerged in england in the late eighteenth century and became 
widespread in Western societies only after the Second World War.3 the 
main criticism directed against the method of intensive rearing of certain 
animal species consists of the confinement system, in which the concerned 
animals are removed from the relatively natural conditions of traditional 
farms and exposed to stressful conditions, involving restricted space, lack 
of natural social interaction with other species members, manipulation 
of light, unnatural feeding methods, deprivation of preferred food sub-
stances, physical exhaustion by keeping the females of certain species 
in a perpetual state of pregnancy, and frustration of basic needs, such 
as scratching the ground, and stretching wings in the case of poultry, or 
grazing in the case of cattle. When certain problems (such as cannibalism) 
emerge as a result of these stressful conditions, they are usually addressed 
in even more cruel ways, by resorting, for example, to debeaking of poul-
try and dehorning of cattle and sheep. At the root of this problem, some 
argue, lies the corporate mentality in which other animals are considered 
mere commodities, the appropriate treatment of which is determined by 
considerations of handling efficiency and cost-effectiveness.

Although scientific inquisitiveness and financial gain are the main 
motivations for these practices, some thinkers maintain that they find 
their roots in old cultural and, more importantly, religious attitudes 
toward other animals. In Animal Liberation, Peter Singer states that 
“Western attitudes to animals have two roots: Judaism and Ancient 
Greece” which “unite in Christianity.”4 While Christianity and, to a lesser 
extent, Judaism have been portrayed by some as the major culprits, other 
faith traditions, including Indian ones, which are traditionally famed for 
their promotion of vegetarianism and other forms of what is considered 
compassion toward other animals, have not been immune to the charge 
of speciesism. this charge is usually made on two grounds. on a concrete 
level, from the standpoint of many animal-rights advocates, major world 
religions are found blameworthy for condoning, or even endorsing, what 
is considered cruelty toward other animals because they allow, and some-
times even require, certain animals to be killed for food and for religious 
sacrifice and to compromise the well-being of other animals in a number 

3 Andrew Linzey, Jonathan Webber, and Paul Waldau, “Farming” in Dictionary of Ethics, 
Theology and Society, ed. Paul Barry Clarke and Andrew Linzey (London: Routledge, 
1996), 375.

4 Peter Singer, Animal Liberation: A New Ethics For Our Treatment of Animals (new York: 
Avon Books 1977), 193.
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of other ways.5 on a more abstract level, world religions are believed to 
be guilty of anthropocentrism because they place humans at the pinnacle 
of the physical world and relegate other animals to an inferior status.

Reactions to these views may be classified into two major categories. 
Some champions of certain religious traditions have unapologetically 
endorsed and justified the so-called speciesist religious attitudes, whereas 
others adopted a rather apologetic attitude. Apologists generally endeavor 
to emphasize the non-monolithic nature of the religious tradition that 
they represent. often, also, they propose certain interpretations of reli-
gious texts and practices that reflect more favorable attitudes toward 
nonhuman animals. nonetheless, in both types of work the superiority 
of humans to other animal species usually remains uncontested. For the 
holders of the unapologetic attitude, this superiority frequently translates 
into guiltless entitlement to use other animals for human needs, albeit 
sometimes within certain limits. Apologists, on the other hand, under-
stand humans’ superiority to other animals as a form of stewardship in 
which the former would ideally become the caretakers of the latter and 
abstain from causing them any harm.

A number of modern ethicists and philosophers have challenged the 
notion of humans’ superiority to other animals. In the first chapter of 
Animal Liberation, titled “All Animals Are equal,” Singer argues that 
the differences between species, just as the differences between races and 
sexes, do not form an ethically valid ground for inequality. In the case of 
humans, he maintains, there is “no compelling reason for assuming that 
a factual difference in ability between two people justifies any difference 
in the amount of consideration we give to their needs and interests.”6 
the same principle, in his opinion, should apply to nonhuman animals. 
the fact that the latter lack the intelligence, complexity, or capabilities 
which most humans have, does not justify the disregard of their interests. 
therefore, without challenging the overall perception of the nature of 
other animals, Singer establishes the moral principle of “equal consid-
eration,” in which the interests of sentient beings, human or nonhuman, 
should be given the same weight.

tom Regan, although similarly advocating equality between humans 
and a number of other animal species (mammals one year of age or older), 

5 Jordan Paper, “Humans and Animals: the History from a Religio-ecological Perspective,” 
in A Communion of Subjects: Animals in Religion, Science, and Ethics, ed. Paul Waldau 
and Kimberley Patton (new York: Columbia University Press, 2006), 325–32.

6 Singer, Animal Liberation, 5.
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bases his argument on the inherent value of the animals in question. the 
animals whose rights he defends are, in his view, equal to humans not 
only because their interests, especially those related to the element of sen-
tiency, matter, but also because they have enough features comparable to 
those of humans (such as a certain degree of self-consciousness) to war-
rant their equality to humans. therefore, unlike Singer, Regan’s egalitar-
ian attitude takes into consideration what he perceives as a certain degree 
of complexity in the animals whose rights he seeks to defend.

In the religious sphere, opinions regarding humans’ superiority to other 
animals are believed to apply in Islam as well. G. H. Bousquet, discussing 
the attitudes toward nonhuman animals shared by the three Abrahamic 
religions, states, “l’homme règne sur les animaux qui sont livrés entre 
ses mains et qui le craignent… c’est la conception anthropocentrique du 
monde,” thus maintaining not only that Islam is anthropocentric, but 
also that, like Judaism and Christianity, it gives humans dominion over 
other animals.7 Basheer Masri, who states that “[b]oth science and reli-
gion assert that man is the apex of creation,” maintains that “Islam, too, 
declares man as the best of God’s creation.”8 Likewise, Richard Foltz 
affirms that “Islam is what contemporary animal rights activists would 
probably call a strongly anthropocentric religion, although Muslims 
themselves might prefer to see their worldview as ‘theocentric.’” Foltz 
also argues that “[w]ithin the hierarchy of Creation, the Qur’an depicts 
humans as occupying a special and privileged status,”9 and concludes 
that “it would appear to remain undisputed that the Islamic view of the 
world is a hierarchical one, in which the human community occupies a 
higher rank than those of all other animal communities.”10

While Bousquet’s, Masri’s, and Foltz’s statements do reflect the dom-
inant views of Muslims concerning nonhuman animals, there are other 
plausible interpretations of Islamic, and more particularly, Qur’anic 
views of other animals. Muslims, of course, like the members of any other 
faith tradition, hold a wide range of views and attitudes toward animals. 
nonetheless, it is generally recognized that authority in this religion 
lies with two primary textual sources, the Prophetic tradition (Hadıth) 
and, more importantly, the Qur’an. to my knowledge, however, animal 

7 G. H. Bousquet, “Des Animaux et de leur traitement selon le Judaisme, le Christianisme 
et l’Islam,”Studia Islamica, 9 (1958): 33.

8 Basheer Masri, Animal Welfare in Islam (Leicestershire: the Islamic Foundation, 2007), 4.
9 Richard Foltz, Animals in Islamic Tradition and Muslim Cultures (oxford: oneworld, 

2006), 15.
10 Ibid., 145; see also p. 49.
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themes in these two texts have rarely benefited from a close and thor-
ough reading. Moreover, even if one would have been able to regard the 
full spectrum of views about nonhuman animals in Islamic tradition as 
representative of what Islam has to say about other animals, these views 
would probably still be more nuanced than what the earlier quotations 
seem to suggest. For, even though Muslims (much like non-Muslims) gen-
erally consider nonhuman animals to be inferior to humans, this attitude 
has many shades. In any case, the Qur’an cannot only be read in ways 
that are consonant with modern views on nonhuman animals, but also a 
non-anthropocentric reading of this text, in my opinion, seems even more 
plausible than anthropocentric ones.

two factors have, however, contributed to obscure non- anthropocentric 
ideas found in the Qur’an. First, some passages of the text seem to sug-
gest the inferiority of other animals to humans. the Qur’an explicitly 
permits humans to consume the flesh of many animal species and allows 
some instrumental uses of certain animals, all of which seem to point 
to a servile status, and presumably to the inferiority, of these species, 
and by extrapolation of all nonhuman animals, vis-à-vis humans. the 
Qur’an also portrays the punishment of a group of humans who vio-
lated their covenant with God as consisting of their transformation into 
apes and pigs, thus seemingly implying their demotion from a higher sta-
tus, that of humans, to a lower one, that of certain other animal species  
(5/al-Ma<ʾida). Moreover, certain livestock (anʿa<m) are sometimes pre-
sented in the Qur’an as if they lack understanding and consequently as 
being astray. More generally, the Qur’an repeatedly asserts that all crea-
tures, obviously including nonhuman animals, are musakhkhar (subju-
gated?) to humans, which has been taken as one of the clearest indication 
of humans’ superior status. As I will argue, however, these themes do not 
necessarily convey inferiority in the way they are usually thought to do. 
In any case they represent only one among many other dimensions of the 
Qur’anic portrayal of other animals. When considered together with the 
rest of the animal themes in the Qur’an, it will – I hope – become clear 
that nonhuman animals are prized far more than the preceding themes 
would suggest.

the second factor consists of anthropocentric ideas that have been 
(and continue to be) projected on to the Qur’an. the fact that interpret-
ers’ presumptions about other animals’ nature and status have to a certain 
extent shaped what they emphasize as Qur’anic animal portrayal is surely 
to be anticipated. After all, the same phenomenon has been discerned in 
the interpretation of other Qur’anic themes, particularly gender-related 
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ones. Anthropocentric readings are perhaps to be anticipated even more 
than other readings. Unlike other possible readings of the Qur’an, those 
whose interests run counter to anthropocentric attitudes (nonhuman ani-
mals) differ from the holders of these attitudes in major ways, including 
mental and linguistic ones. As a consequence, challenges to anthropocen-
tric attitudes cannot be expected to come from the parties that may have 
a personal interest in contesting them. this, of course, does not mean that 
anthropocentric attitudes cannot be possibly questioned. After all, even 
in the case of patriarchal readings, criticism of prejudiced views is not 
stimulated only by personal or immediate interests. However, the inabil-
ity of nonhuman animals to actively influence anthropocentric discourses 
probably plays some role in the limited awareness of such attitudes.

It is also important to point out that the great interest in humans 
clearly displayed in the Qur’an in fact seems to foster or at least encour-
age anthropocentric readings. However, this interest is not necessarily an 
indication either of a privileged status or of a particular divine preference 
for humans. the Qur’an may be read as indeed presenting “a decidedly 
anthropocentric view of God’s creativity,”11 as Daniel Madigan observes, 
however, the reason behind this attitude could simply be that this text, 
which is addressed primarily or even exclusively to humans, discusses 
its addressees extensively because its main goal is to convey a message 
of special relevance to them. In fact, to achieve the desired impact on 
the target audience, God, who is the main speaker in the Qur’an and 
who, according to Muslims, is the one who “sent down” this Qur’anic 
message to the Prophet Muhammad in order that he relay it to human-
kind, not only emphasizes what is relevant to humans, but sometimes 
even seems to espouse their outlook and to consider certain matters from 
their standpoints. Likewise, the Qur’anic message seems to be mostly 
situated within the realm of what is known to, or at least imaginable 
and thinkable by, humans. Attentiveness to the addressees’ nature and 
God’s deliberate restriction of materials to those that are known and 
meaningful to humans have already been discerned at the level of the 
Meccan or Arabian audience, the latter being the earliest recipients of the 
Qur’an’s message. For example, the seventh/thirteenth century exegete 
al-Qurtubı (d. 671/1273) notices that God “speaks [in the Qur’an] about 
wool, fur, and fleece but not cotton nor linen, because the latter items 
were not available in the lands of the Arabs.” Al-Qurtubı concludes that 

11 Daniel A. Madigan, “themes and topics,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’an, 
ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 81.
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“God spoke to them [people of Arabia] about the items they knew well 
in a way that made sense to them.”12 Another example with which this 
exegete illustrates the same point is that in the Qur’an hail is mentioned 
but not snow (24/al-nūr: 43). He comments: “[God] spoke to them about 
hail because they knew it well, while He kept silent about snow because 
they were not familiar with it.”13 In an animal-related context, al-Qurtubı 
resolves a difficulty presented by a Qur’anic passage in the same way. 
In this passage, it is stated that “there is not an animal in the earth, 
or a flying creature flying on two wings, but they are peoples like you” 
(6/al-Anʿa<m: 38).14 Among the questions raised in the discussion of this 
verse is: Why are a large number of animals omitted from this compari-
son, notable among them sea animals? In his attempt to account for this 
difficulty, another exegete, Fakhr al-Dın al-Ra<zı (d. 606/1210) tries to fit 
sea animals in one of the two categories mentioned in the verse. He says, 
“It is reasonable to describe sea animals as creeping creatures, since they 
creep in water, or to consider their movement as a type of flying; since 
they swim in water the way flying creatures ‘swim’ in the open air.”15 In 
contrast with this apologetic attitude, al-Qurtubı simply accounts for the 
mention of “earthly” animals to the exclusion of heavenly ones by say-
ing that “these are the animals [humans] know and witness.”16 In fact, if 
the Qur’an were to give an exhaustive list of all creatures that it consid-
ers animals, this list would have also included spiritual beings, such as 
angels and jinn,17 and possibly many other species about which humans 
know nothing. this, however, does not seem to be the Qur’anic inten-
tion, and therefore, the list of animals mentioned is limited to what is in 
the immediate visual field of humans. therefore, in al-Qurtubı’s opinion, 
certain aspects of the Qur’an’s statements are formulated in accordance 
with the scope of knowledge and experience of its audience, which points 
to the importance of the audience as a factor in this respect. It needs to 
be pointed out, however, that in spite of the clear emphasis on humans, 

12 Al-Qurtubı, al-Ja<miʿ li-ahka<m al-Qur’an, (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2000), 10: 
101.

13 Ibid.
14 Unless otherwise stated, all translations of the Qur’an are from Mohammed Marmaduke 

Pickthall’s The Meaning of the Glorious Koran, with some modifications. All other trans-
lations are mine unless stated otherwise.

15 Fakhr al-Dın al-Ra<zı, al-Tafsır al-kabır (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2000), 12: 
175.

16 Al-Qurtubı, al-Ja<miʿ, 6: 270.
17 According to Islamic tradition Jinn are spiritual beings endowed with freewill.

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 11

the Qur’an still contains ample references to other beings, ranging from 
angels to inanimate things, occasionally going so far as to espouse their 
views and to present their perspectives as well.

It may still be argued that the fact that humans have been chosen 
as God’s addressees can in itself be regarded as a sign of special favor. 
Although this may be a valid point, the equation of this favor with supe-
riority is an unsustainable leap, especially when the Qur’an itself resists 
precisely this conclusion and repeatedly emphasizes that God’s favors in 
this life are not necessarily indicative of His preference to their recipients. 
In fact, although the Qur’an never fails to recommend to humans what 
it considers right and to try to dissuade them from what it considers 
wrong, whenever it describes their actual state it makes it clear that, more 
often than not, they grievously fail to comply with divine injunctions 
and recommendations. However, the sheer emphasis on human beings 
likely contributed at least in part to feelings of self-importance among 
this text’s human audience.

In this book, I wish to examine the status and nature of animals, 
human and nonhuman, mainly as portrayed in the Qur’an and to point 
to new possible ways of reading the Qur’an’s animal themes. My main 
premise is that, although a non-speciesist reading of the Qur’an is surpris-
ingly well-founded, the Muslim tradition has not always read it in this 
way. therefore, this study will endeavor primarily to offer an alternative 
reading of Qur’anic animal themes, but at the same time to assess the 
extent to which this scripture has shaped Muslims’ views of and attitudes 
toward nonhuman animals. to this end, I propose to undertake a con-
textual reading of the Qur’an, wherein the study of its animal themes 
is undertaken in conjunction with the study of interpretations offered 
in selected works from the Islamic exegetical tradition (tafsır). this 
approach will at once provide valuable insights into the Qur’an’s animal 
themes and familiarize readers with some of the different ways they were 
received by commentators.

to place this discussion within larger contexts, the first chapter of the 
book surveys a number of views about other animals held by some major 
world faith traditions and philosophical trends. this will introduce var-
ious pertinent questions that have been raised in this context. the sec-
ond chapter introduces the discipline of Qur’anic exegesis (tafsır), some 
important notions that are relevant to the discussion of the book, and 
the four exegetes who will be examined in this book, namely, ibn Jarır 
al-tabarı (d. 310/923), Fakhr al-Dın al-Ra<zı (d. 606/1210), Abū ʿAbd 
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Alla<h al-Qurtubı (d. 671/1273), and Isma<ʿıl ibn Kathır (d. 774/1373). 
the third chapter discusses the Qur’anic themes traditionally thought 
to convey other animals’ inferiority to humans. the fourth and the fifth 
chapters respectively present a discussion of the portrayal of nonhuman 
animals and human beings in the Qur’an.
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1

Animals Outside Islamic Tradition

Animals in late antiquity

Traditional justifications for nonhuman animals’  
assumed inferiority

There are two fundamental and interconnected aspects to the animal 
issue; the first is of a more abstract nature and concerns animals’ status, 
whereas the second is of a practical character and concerns the way ani-
mals should be treated. Considered together, the two aspects lead to two 
basic questions: (1) On what grounds are nonhuman animals assigned a 
given status? (2) What determines human responsibility toward them (or 
lack thereof)?

Historically, the perceived nature of other animals was not the only 
factor that shaped the answers to these questions. The conception of the 
world and the place of the human race in it was perhaps a more impor-
tant factor. Major world religions and philosophical schools emphasize 
the principle of humans’ dignity, which, obviously enough, translates into 
the assignment of a lower status to many other beings, in particular those 
with which humans share the physical world. In the West, the concept 
of humans’ supremacy has only been contested in the last few centuries, 
mainly as a result of the advent of the theory of evolution – even then, 
perhaps not very profoundly. Darwin himself, the father of the theory of 
evolution who is thought to have “demolished the intellectual foundations 
of those attitudes,” is accused of having “retained the moral attitudes to 
animals of earlier generations,” whereas his “followers went out of their 
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way to emphasize that although man was a part of nature and descended 
from animals, this did not mean that his status had been altered.”1

The lower status of nonhuman animals is given both “religious” and 
“rational” justifications. On the religious level, a number of theistic faiths 
foster the belief that divine will shows partiality toward humans at the 
expense of other animals, whereas on the rational one, other animals are 
deemed to be inherently inferior to the human species mainly because of 
their perceived nature as dumb creatures – in the sense of lacking both 
intelligence and the faculty of speech. Obviously, such an attitude not 
only has philosophical or spiritual consequences, but may also involve 
important practical ones. As pointed out, Singer blames the atrocious 
conditions in which a large number of animal species live today on such 
deeply rooted denigrating views of other animals in Western traditions. 
Because many human societies have denied nonhuman animals any 
intrinsic value, the latter’s only worth has often been limited to their util-
ity value as servants to human beings. In some extreme, if not uncom-
mon, cases, it was believed that there was no way one could wrong the 
“lower species,” simply because the whole point of their existence was 
that they “serve us.”

Animals in Judaism

In the view of a number of scholars, the Jewish tradition’s attitude toward 
nonhuman species has two major sides to it: It considers them inferior to 
humans, while at the same time it displays concern for their well-being.2 
The inferior status to which other animals are consigned is believed to 
stem mainly from a number of biblical themes that highlight the spe-
cial status of humankind. This is further corroborated by the perceived 
nature of other animals, which, it is argued as well, finds substantiation in 
the Bible. Although some voices within the Jewish tradition have sought 
to interpret these biblical themes in ways that are consonant with certain 
modern sensitivities, they still fell short of conferring on them a status 
equal to that of humans. The second dimension perceived in the Jewish 
attitude toward other animals, the concern for their well-being, has also 
been open to different interpretations. Whereas in some approaches this 
dimension is used to illustrate the relatively important status of other 

1 Singer, Animal Liberation, 219–20.
2 See for example Roberta Kalechofsky, “Hierarchy, Kinship, and Responsibility: The 

Jewish Relationship to the Animal World,” in A Communion of Subjects (see note 5 in the 
Introduction), 92.
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animals in Judaism in a concrete manner, other approaches claim that 
this attention is paid to them only in their capacity as property of human 
beings, not for their own sake.

Other animals’ status
A number of scholars perceive a correlation between the inferior sta-
tus to which the Hebrew Bible supposedly relegates other animals and 
this scripture’s intention to demythologize the animal world.3 In contrast 
with preceding and early contemporaneous civilizations that had ani-
mal deities, such as the Babylonian and the Egyptian cultures, the Jewish 
religion, Elijah Schochet maintains, “conceived of God as being abso-
lutely transcendent – over, above, and beyond nature.”4 Out of mistrust 
of totemism, Schochet further contends, the Bible had to strip animals of 
any mysterious features that could lead to an exaggeration of their status. 
However, the Bible, at least according to one interpretation, did not only 
keep God outside the realm of nature, but man as well.5 In fact, as will 
be pointed out, some voices in the Jewish tradition consider that in many 
ways humans are to other animals what God is to humans, especially to 
the Israelites.

The most important biblical themes that are thought to constitute the 
foundation for humans’ superiority to other animals are those of domin-
ion, the order of creation, the creation of Adam in God’s image, and the 
act of naming nonhuman animals with which, according to the biblical 
account, Adam was entrusted. On a more concrete level, the permissibil-
ity to eat the flesh of a number of animal species, the sacrifice rituals, and 
the biblically sanctioned utility aspect of some animals are often taken as 
indications of the inferiority not only of the animal species in question, 
but of all nonhuman animals.

The biblical theme of dominion is considered the clearest indica-
tion of humans’ superiority to other animals. According to Schochet,  
“[m]an’s inherent superiority over fauna is manifest in his right of ‘domin-
ion’ over them,” a right that, in his view, “[s]cripture clearly proclaims,”6 

3 Elijah Judah Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition: Attitudes and Relationships 
(New York: Ktav Publishing House, 1984), 22; Paul Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism: 
Buddhist and Christian Views of Animals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 63.

4 Schochet, Animal life in Jewish Tradition, 24.
5 Henri Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods (London: The University of Chicago Press, 

1948), 343–4.
6 Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 11.

  

 

 

 

 



Context16

as it grants humans the right to rule “over the fish of the sea, and over the 
birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the 
earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth” (Genesis 
1: 26).7

Although Schochet unapologetically and forthrightly considers the 
idea of dominion a clear indication of humans’ higher status, other schol-
ars, although not departing radically from this view, still try to minimize 
the significance of humans’ superiority. A number of voices in the Jewish 
tradition agree about the biblical hierarchical scheme without assigning 
the same weight to this hierarchy.8 Some voices also admit that dominion, 
“however benignly interpreted, is an omnipresent temptation to power”; 
however, this admission is used to caution that unless this prerogative is 
used in the way it is intended, it will result in the human beings’ descent 
“to the lowest depths.”9

The chronological order of creation is another theme sometimes inter-
preted to imply human’s superiority to other species. Because in one of 
the biblical chronologies the creation of Adam concludes the divine crea-
tive process, it is considered the pinnacle of creation, and Adam and Eve 
are considered the “telos of the primordial birthing, its supreme triumph, 
its flower;” whereas “animals are auxiliary players at best”10 and mere 
subordinates to Adam.11 In contrast with this interpretation, however, 
Kalechofsky notes that elsewhere in the Jewish tradition, particularly in 
the Aggadic tales, humans are reminded of the fact that mosquitoes are 
created before them in an attempt to deflect their (humans’) arrogance. 
Therefore, the same order of creation is used for the opposite purpose, 
that is, tempering humans’ feelings of superiority.

Moreover, the Bible has two different chronologies: one of which other 
animals are created before Adam, and in the other, they are created after 
him, yet before Eve, in an attempt to provide Adam with helpers (Genesis 
2: 18–20). Although the second account also emphasizes the importance 
of Adam, for whose sake other animals are created, it still presents them 

7 Michael D. Coogan, The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version, 
ed. Michael D. Coogan (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2007, 3rd 
edition).

8 See for example, Yoël Arbeitman, “In All Adam’s Domain,” in Judaism and Animal 
Rights: Classical and Contemporary Responses, ed. Roberta Kalechofsky (Marblehead: 
Micah Publications, Inc., 1992), 41.

9 Kalechofsky, “Hierarchy, Kinship, and Responsibility,” 95 (citing Rabbi Hanina).
10 Kimberley C. Patton, “He Who Sits In the Heavens Laughs: Recovering Animal Theology 

in the Abrahamic Traditions,” The Harvard Theological Review, 93, 4 (Oct. 2000): 406.
11 Ronald H. Isaacs, Animals in Jewish Thought and Tradition (Jerusalem, New Jersey, 

Northvale: Jason Aronson Inc., 2000), 55.

 

 

 

 

 



Animals Outside Islamic Tradition 17

as potential companions to the first man instead of his subjects.12 In the 
end, nonhuman animals fail to fill this role, which could be filled only by 
Eve. Nevertheless, the second account still seems to have a more favor-
able impact on nonhuman animals’ status in the Bible.

What is still remarkable about this theme, however, is how the conclu-
sion of human’s superiority to other animals is drawn from two conflict-
ing chronologies. In both scenarios, the first man is portrayed as God’s 
main preoccupation, whereas other animals – whether created before 
Adam as part of the preparations for his arrival into the scene of creation 
or added later to address his loneliness – are there only for his service 
and accommodation. Regardless of the extent to which the hierarchical 
scheme is scriptural, the fact that the same conclusion is reached from 
two conflicting chronologies is rather suggestive of the anthropocentric 
attitude with which the Bible is approached.

According to Schochet, the creation of Adam in God’s image also 
denotes “a special quality, unique to humankind, and missing in any other 
lower creatures.” This quality, he argues, “bespeaks God’s special inter-
est in, and concern for, man, as well as man’s capacity for entering into a 
special relationship with his Creator.” Nonetheless, Schochet admits that  
“[t]he precise meaning of this phrase may be subject to differences of 
opinion,” and points out that “man’s superiority is ‘in image’ but not 
‘in substance,’ for man, too, emanates from the earth and returns to the 
earth.”13 In fact, in the Jewish tradition, as in the Islamic one, this liter-
ally earthly origin, which is shared with other animals, is so central to 
human identity that it is reflected in the first man’s name, who, according 
to one etymological explanation, was named “after the earth (adama) 
from which he was taken.”14 This theme of common origin, however, is 
not consistently given the same weight. Although the two creation sto-
ries of the Hebrew Bible – which, according to biblical scholars, reflect 
two different underlying sources and therefore two different theological 
perspectives – stress the “distinction of man,” the older (Yahwist) story 
of creation (Genesis 2: 4b–25), Baker notices, still states that “both man 
and the animals are formed out of the dust of the ground.”15 In contrast, 

12 Patton, “He Who Sits,” 405.
13 Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 10.
14 Leigh N. B. Chipman, “Mythic Aspects of the Process of Adam’s Creation in Judaism and 

Islam,” Studia Islamica, 93 (2001): 16. See also The New Oxford Annotated Bible, 13 
Hebrew Bible (henceforth HB), comment on Genesis 2: 7.

15 John Austin Baker, “Biblical Attitudes to Nature,” in Man and Nature, ed. Hugh 
Montefiore (London: Collins, 1975), 88.

 

 

 

 



Context18

in the later (Priestly) account of creation (Genesis 1), “the theme of com-
mon physical origin for men and animals is suppressed altogether.” Baker 
even points to the possibility that “the writer of Genesis 1 has deliber-
ately snubbed [the theme of man’s earthly origin]; and this,” Baker adds, 
“would strengthen our impression that he is intentionally minimizing 
those features common to man and the animals.”16

Schochet also considers the act of naming animals with which Adam 
was entrusted as not only another indication of humans’ superiority to 
other animals, but also something that imparts a divine quality to the 
first man and his progeny. “God,” Schochet states, “as the Lord of the 
universe, bestows names upon the structures of the universe and the 
dimensions of time, while man, designated by God to be the lord of the 
animals, is here granted similar power to bestow names upon his own 
animal subjects.”17 Similarly, Baker considers that because of this act, 
Adam not only proved to be “nearer to God” than other animals, but 
also that he shared some “of the insight that enabled God to create them 
in the first place.” As a consequence, man’s natural role “is one of sover-
eignty over other creatures – not the absolute sovereignty that belongs 
to God alone, but at least a relative authority and superiority.”18 This 
God-like quality in humans is even detected in the ritual of sacrifice of 
animals in which “[t]he offerer and priest play the part of God, and the 
domesticated  animals – from the herd and the flock – play the part of the 
people (and particularly Israel),” for “[a]s God is to people, so too – dur-
ing the process of sacrifice – is the people of Israel to the domesticated 
animals offered for sacrifice.”19 John Passmore also notes that “in prim-
itive thought to have possession of a thing’s name is to have power over 
it.”20 Whereas to these authors the act of naming other animals suggests 
lordship and dominance, to others, it suggests the establishment of a 
bond rather than dominance. “That with which we bond,” Kalechofsky 
comments, “we call by name.”21

In addition to the themes that lift the human species above other ones, 
some scholars of Judaism portray nonhuman animals as intellectually 

16 Ibid., 91–2.
17 Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 11. See also John Passmore, Man’s 

Responsibility for Nature (London: Duckworth, 1974), 8.
18 Baker, “Biblical Attitudes to Nature,” 90.
19 Jonathan Klawans, “Sacrifice in Ancient Israel: Pure Bodies, Domesticated Animals, and 

the Divine Shepherd,” in A Communion of Subjects (see note 5 in Introduction), 73.
20 John Passmore, Man’s Responsibility for Nature (London: Duckworth, 1974), 8.
21 Kalechofsky, “Hierarchy, Kinship, and Responsibility,” 94.

 

 

 

 

 

 



Animals Outside Islamic Tradition 19

deficient, a characteristic that, to them, illustrates other animals’ inherent 
inferiority. Schochet asserts that in the Hebrew scripture, “[b]easts are by 
their very nature deemed stupid and inferior to man in understanding,” 
which to him is another indication of “man’s superiority over animals.”22 
In Ronald Isaacs’s opinion, nonhuman animals’ inferior intellect affects 
their status in that it prevents them from studying the Torah, thus appar-
ently resulting in their spiritual inferiority as well. Another trait taken as 
an indication of nonhuman animals’ inferiority is their incapability to 
produce intelligible language, which contrasts with humans’ ability to 
communicate clearly through speech.23

Other animals’ welfare
However, even if nonhuman animals are generally deemed in Judaism to 
be inferior to humans, this tradition still manifests an attitude of compas-
sion toward them (other animals), as clearly shown in Judaism’s unmis-
takable concern for their welfare. This concern is best represented in the 
important biblically derived injunction stipulating that no sorrow is to 
be inflicted on a living creature;24 an injunction that not only restricts 
the human prerogatives in dealing with other animals, but also enjoins 
the former to be kind to the latter. Although Judaism, like the other two 
Abrahamic and many other faiths, allows its adherents to slaughter mem-
bers of certain animal species for food, it still imposes a number of limi-
tations on the ways humans are to benefit from this privilege. Shehitah, 
the Jewish ritual slaughter, is believed to eliminate or at least minimize 
pain.25 The Bible commands the Israelites to look after domestic animals 
that have been lost (Deut. 22: 1–3). It prohibits them from harnessing 
together an ox and an ass (Deut. 22: 10), which is understood to be a 
measure of protection for the weaker animal in general.26 If one finds a 
bird’s nest, only the eggs or the baby birds are to be taken, whereas the 
mother is to be spared (Deut. 22: 6–7), which is also taken as a measure 
of mercy toward the mother bird, as it will allow it to “produce more off-
spring.”27 Likewise, it is prohibited to “seethe a kid in its mother’s milk” 

22 Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 11.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid., 198, 219.
25 Temple Grandin, “Humanitarian Aspects of Shehitah in the United States,” Judaism, 39 

(Fall 1990): 436.
26 Cohn-Sherbok, “Hope for the Animal Kingdom,” in A Communion of Subjects, 82.
27 Ibid.
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(Exodus 23: 19) and to kill a mother cow or ewe with their young ones 
on the same day.28

This concern for the welfare of other animals, however, is not unani-
mously considered an end in itself. These Biblical injunctions, Schochet 
insists, are ultimately meant to serve the human being rather than the 
“beast.” He finds corroboration for his opinion in the fact that the bib-
lical “legislation is strictly limited to domestic animals,” which, for him, 
points to “a utilitarian factor that must not be overlooked.”29 Therefore, 
when man is commanded to return a lost animal to its owner, even when 
the owner is an enemy, the point is “the restoration of lost property to 
its rightful owner” (emphasis in the original). Likewise, “the dominant 
 factor” in the assistance in the loading and unloading of beasts of bur-
den is “the preservation of another’s property.”30 The mother bird should 
be set free before its eggs or little ones are taken to avoid “any possi-
bility, however minute, of causing the extermination of an entire spe-
cies of bird at one time,”31 and the prohibition of boiling the kid in the 
mother’s milk is because this is considered a pagan practice from which 
the Israelites needed to dissociate themselves.32 However, commenting 
on the biblical saying that “A righteous man has regard for the life of 
his beast” (Proverbs, 12: 10), Baker states that “the quality that makes 
a man considerate of his working animals is not prudence or good busi-
ness sense but ‘righteousness’, being fair,”33 hence, de-emphasizing the 
utilitarian factor and highlighting the moral obligation toward other 
animals instead.

Other animals in rabbinic literature
In contrast with the Bible, Schochet characterizes the rabbinic attitude 
toward other animals as “one of limited and cautious remythologiza-
tion.” As a result of this attitude, “the emerging image of the animal [in 
rabbinical thought] is far more colorful and mysterious [than their image 
in the Bible].”34 In this body of literature, one comes across not only 
“mythical creatures embodying fantastic and grotesque qualities,”35 but 

28 Ibid., 83.
29 Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 63.
30 Ibid., 64.
31 Ibid., 71.
32 Ibid., 70.
33 Baker, “Biblical Attitudes to Nature,” 98.
34 Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 89.
35 Ibid., 90.

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Animals Outside Islamic Tradition 21

also a number of themes that seem to elevate the status of other animals. 
For example, ants are admired for their wisdom, and humans are admon-
ished to observe and learn from them (Proverbs 6: 6).36 Likewise, cer-
tain species are occasionally portrayed as moral beings whose qualities 
humans are encouraged to emulate. For instance, “modesty could have 
been learned from the cat … honesty from the ant … chastity from the 
dove … and good manners from the cock.”37 Schochet also notes that, 
in “suggesting that humans would do well to learn certain vital moral 
lessons and basic religious truths by observing the behavior of animals, 
the rabbis occasionally went so far as to endow animals with ‘religious’ 
sentiments and a fervent desire to serve their Creator.” As a consequence, 
it is not “unusual to find animals playing a pivotal role in the unfolding 
of divinely ordained events, and God will frequently call upon fauna to 
function as His emissaries in dispensing divine justice upon mankind.”38 
Schochet, however, downplays the theme of other animals’ “religiosity” 
and expresses his doubt that “the beasts involved [in divine assignments] 
had a true awareness of their mission.”39

Nonetheless, rabbinical literature not only endows other animals 
with characteristics that are traditionally thought to be the monopoly 
of human beings, such as the moral features and the religious feelings 
pointed out earlier, but sometimes gives such weight to their interests 
that they are prioritized over the interests of humans. God’s compassion 
for other animals in this body of literature is perhaps best illustrated in 
a Talmudic story about Rabbi Judah Ha-Nasi,40 in which it is related 
that he was insensitive to a calf’s cry for help when it was taken to the 
slaughter. As a result, Rabbi Ha-Nasi was inflicted with severe illness 
from which he was miraculously cured only when he saved the lives of 
some weasels.41 Clearly, then, according to this story, a nonhuman ani-
mal’s feelings (the calf’s) are not only acknowledged, but are given so 
much weight that for its sake a person who is so revered in the Jewish 
tradition is severely punished. It is also significant that the punishment 
is lifted only when the same person shows compassion to other nonhu-
man animals.

36 Ibid., 126.
37 Ibid.
38 Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 129.
39 Ibid.
40 Judah Ha-Nasi, (latter half of the second and beginning of the third century CE) patri-

arch of Judea and redactor of the Mishnah.
41 Babylonian Talmud: Tractate Baba Nezi’a 85a.
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Therefore, even if other animals in the Hebrew tradition are consid-
ered inferior to humans, this does not mean that they have no value at 
all. Kimberley Patton, commenting on the status of other animals in the 
three Abrahamic traditions, but which in fact seems to apply mostly to 
Judaism, states that “it is not that animals are not infinitely precious to 
God or that they are not a source of great interest to Him. It is that 
human beings are, agonizingly, of infinitely more value and interest.”42 
Such attitudes vis-à-vis other animals may still be unsatisfactory to some 
modern sensitivities, and it can still be argued – as Singer seems to sug-
gest – that had animals in Judaism been prized more and had their status 
been higher, the deterioration of their treatment in the last decades could 
have been prevented. It is still doubtful, however, that these attitudes are 
purely the outcome of scriptural teachings about other animals, let alone 
of Judaism. Although one may agree with Singer that the idea of domin-
ion, the fact of blaming the Fall of man on a woman and an animal, 
and the fact that after the Fall Adam and Eve are clothed in animal skin 
are not animal-friendly themes, it may still be argued that it is through 
human-centric interpretations that such themes have acquired a dispro-
portionate impact on the status of other animals.43 Human-centric inter-
pretations have had a major impact on the understanding of scriptural 
animal themes in the two other Abrahamic traditions as well.

Animals in Christianity

Andrew Linzey, one of the major contemporary voices on nonhuman 
animals in Christianity, complains that

The idea that the specifically animal creation should be the subject of honour 
and respect because it is created by God, however elementary that idea may now 
appear to us, is not one that has been given endorsement throughout centuries of 
Christian thought. Whilst it can be claimed to have some grounding in scripture 
in, for example, the psalmist’s sense of wonder and beauty at God’s creation and in 
the regard that Jesus claimed even for sparrows, these intimations have never been 
developed into systematic theological thought, still less full-blown doctrine.44

What has been a greater failure than the notion of reverence, Linzey 
further asserts, is the concept of responsibility toward other animals, 

42 Patton, “He Who Sits In the Heavens Laughs,” 407. It is questionable, however, that this 
comment applies uniformly to the three traditions.

43 Singer, Animal Liberation, 194.
44 Andrew Linzey, Animal Theology (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 

1995), 3.
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which, in his view, is even more absent from the Christian tradition.45 
Jay McDaniel, another Christian scholar, also affirms that Christianity, 
which has been “‘good news’ for humanity,” has “often been bad news 
for animals,” and wonders whether it “can become good news for them 
in the future.”46

Christian attitudes toward other animals, some scholars maintain, 
have their roots in both Hebrew and Hellenistic sources. However, from 
these two traditions Christianity seems to have inherited mostly unfa-
vorable attitudes toward other animals. Jewish scholars, as pointed 
out, although consistently highlighting the higher status of humans, 
do nonetheless stress the common origin of humans with other ani-
mals and pay attention to the latter’s well-being. Christianity inherited 
the Jewish view of humans’ superiority to other animals – a view that, 
Paul Waldau maintains, gradually became even more deeply entrenched 
in the former – while ignoring “the [Hebrew] texts which required it 
to care for other animals.”47 The Old Testament, Passmore maintains, 
“unlike many Christian theologians, does not set up an unbridgeable gap 
between man and his fellow-creatures … and is uncompromisingly theo-
centric,” whereas Christianity, “with its God who took human shape, is, 
or tends to be, anthropocentric, at least so far as the things of this world 
are concerned.”48 Likewise, Hellenistic cultures encompassed a variety of 
attitudes toward and views of other animals, some of which were rather 
favorable. However, it is usually maintained that such elements did not 
find a fertile soil in Christianity either.

Although Bousquet notes that the Christian Bible does not have 
much to say about other animals,49 the paucity of animal themes in this 
text is not necessarily a sign of indifference “[s]ince many of the issues, 
concerns, and concepts relating to other animals were taken as having 
already been fully stated and resolved in the inherited texts.”50 What 
might perhaps be more objectionable from an animal advocate’s point 
of view is that, despite the meagerness of animal themes in the Christian 

45 Ibid., 12.
46 Jay McDaniel, “Practicing the Presence of God: A Christian Approach to Animals,” in A 

Communion of Subjects (see note 5 in Introduction), 132.
47 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 213.
48 Passmore, Man’s Responsibility for Nature, 12.
49 Bousquet, who is surprised at how little interest the Christian tradition accords to the 

“animal questions,” proposes as an explanation to this indifference the fact that “le 
Nouveau Testament passe la question presque totalement sous silence.” G. H. Bousquet, 
“Des Animaux et de leur traitement,” 36.

50 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 173.
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Bible, a number of unfavorable views of other animals are found in its 
symbolic and parabolic use of nonhuman animal images. For example, 
Waldau notices how false prophets in 2 Peter 2: 12 are compared to 
“natural brute beasts, made to be taken and destroyed.”51 Likewise, he 
points to the criticism of Cretans in Titus 1: 12, who are compared to 
“evil beasts.” Paul’s comment on the biblical injunction “You shall not 
muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain” (Deut. 25: 4), in which he 
suggests that the subject of this passage is the human being rather than 
the ox,52 has also been taken as a clear sign of the decline in feelings 
of concern and reverence for other animals in Christianity.53 Although 
Paul’s interpretation does not necessarily suggest that he is “anti-oxen,” 
a later Christian reading of it does explicitly reflect unfavorable attitudes 
toward nonhuman animals.54

This later Christian reading is indeed believed to bear much of the 
responsibility for the direction this tradition took with respect to other 
animals. Waldau notes how “the leading figures of the early Christian 
tradition” de-emphasized “certain features of the Yahwist account that 
reflect more integration with the land.”55 Christian interpretation, Waldau 
further argues, had a negative effect on the Bible’s conception of the non-
human animal world through extrapolations and “logical” leaps. This 
can be seen for example in Augustine’s treatment of the biblical account 
in which Jesus is reported to have exorcised some humans by sending the 
devils that were haunting them into a herd of swine (Matthew 8: 28–33; 
Mark 5: 1–21; Luke 8: 26–40). Commenting on this incident, Augustine 
says, “Christ himself shows that to refrain from the killing of animals …  
is the height of superstition for, judging that there are no common rights 
between us and the beasts …, he sent the devils into a herd of swine,” 
hence assuming that “a few individuals of one type of nonhuman … 
represent all other nonhuman animals.”56

Augustine, whose views of nonhuman animals in Waldau’s words 
are “of a negative and exclusivist nature,” had a negative impact in 

51 Ibid., 175.
52 Paul asks, “Is it for oxen that God is concerned? Does he not speak entirely for our 

sake?” (1 Corinthians 9: 9–10).
53 For example, Singer, Animal Liberation, 199; Richard Sorabji, Animal Minds and Human 

Morals: The Origins of the Western Debate (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), 
195.

54 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 213.
55 Ibid., 214.
56 Ibid., 89.
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reinforcing exclusivist reasoning and views of other animals in the 
Christian  tradition.57 Richard Sorabji also asserts that “the Stoic view 
of animals, with its stress on their irrationality, became embedded in 
Western, Latin-speaking Christianity above all through Augustine.”58 
However, among postbiblical theologians, Augustine is neither the most 
extreme in his views of other animals nor is his impact on Christianity in 
this respect the most prevalent. A more influential figure in this respect, 
Linzey maintains, was Aquinas. This “giant of the Catholic tradition,” 
who himself was strongly influenced by Hellenistic thought – in particu-
lar the Aristotelian hierarchical conception of nature – saw no objection 
to the use of the imperfect (i.e., respectively inanimate beings, plants, 
and other animals) for the perfect (i.e., the human being) and even found 
scriptural corroboration for this attitude in the idea of dominion. For 
him, Linzey quotes, “‘the Divine Ordinance of animals and plants is pre-
served not for themselves but for man’ and hence ‘as Augustine says … 
both their life and their death are subject to our use.’” Aquinas also con-
sidered other animals, just as plants, to be “devoid of reason whereby to 
set themselves in motion”; and maintained that “they are moved, as it 
were by another, by a kind of natural impulse, a sign of which is that they 
are naturally enslaved and accommodated to the uses of others.”59

Although Augustine and Aquinas might have been the most influen-
tial as a result of their great impact on Christianity in general, they are 
certainly not unique in holding what are deemed to be derogatory views 
of other animals.60 This, of course, does not mean that the Christian tra-
dition is void of thinkers who see other animals in a more favorable 
light. Among these, St. Francis of Assisi is perhaps the most prominent. 
This “greatest revolutionary in Western history,” as Lynn White calls him, 
“tried to substitute the idea of equality of all creatures, including man, 
for the idea of man’s limitless rule of creation.” According to White, how-
ever, St. Francis failed!61 The general consensus is clearly that “[f]or many 
centuries in the Christian tradition, exclusivism favoring humans on the 
basis of species membership considerations was held to be wisdom and 
the highest form of morality.”62

57 Ibid., 191.
58 Richard Sorabji, Animal Minds and Human Morals, 2.
59 Linzey, Animal Theology, 13.
60 For a survey of the views of and attitudes toward other animals of a number of early 

Christian theologians, see Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 179–201.
61 Lynn White, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Science, 155 (1967), 1207.
62 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 216.
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Animals in Buddhism

Religions originating in the Indian subcontinent offer perspectives on 
animals that diverge significantly from the ones found in the Abrahamic 
traditions. Such perspectives, moreover, are often interpreted as having a 
positive impact on other animals’ status and treatment.63 In the opinion 
of a number of scholars, reincarnation, one of the main doctrines in these 
religions, implies continuity and kinship between all animated beings 
because it allows for cross-species rebirth. This thus seemingly suggests 
that no wide gap separates the world of humans from that of other ani-
mal species. The centrality of the nonviolence precept (the Sanskrit notion 
of ahimsa<) in these traditions suggests that the compassionate treatment 
of animals is of utmost importance to the adherents to Indian faiths. In 
spite of this, deeper analyses have shown that these traditions, like the 
Abrahamic ones, are deeply anthropocentric.

One of the salient features of the Buddhist attitude toward other ani-
mals is the keen interest it takes in them, noticeable for example in the 
great number of references to them in this tradition’s various religious 
texts.64 The “overwhelmingly agrarian condition of the Indian society 
in the early Buddhist period”65 can, of course, account for this interest, 
however, this does not detract from the attention that this tradition paid 
to other animals. Moreover, in many of these texts, particularly in the 
Ja<taka tales, which relate episodes from the Buddha’s previous lives, non-
human animals, it is often maintained, are presented in a positive light.66

Buddhism, like Hinduism and Jainism, also lays great emphasis on the 
necessity of abstaining from intentional infliction of injury on animals 
(human and nonhuman). This precept applies in an even stronger man-
ner to Buddhist monks, whom the Buddha is reported to have prohibited 
from intentionally destroying the life of any living being.67 Although it 
can be argued that the strict prohibition of monks from killing any ani-
mal and the consideration of killing as bad karma seek to emphasize 

63 Paul Waldau, “Buddhism and Animal Rights” in Contemporary Buddhist Ethics, ed. 
Damien Keown (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), 86.

64 Waldau, “Buddhism and Animal Rights,” 83.
65 Ian Harris, “A Vast Unsupervised Recycling Plant: Animals and the Buddhist Cosmos,” 

in A Communion of Subjects (see note 5 in Introduction), 207.
66 Francis Story, The Place of Animals in Buddhism (Ceylon: Buddhist Publication Society, 

1964), 10–11.
67 Christopher K. Chapple, Nonviolence to Animals, Earth, and Self in Asian Traditions 

(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1993), 22.
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the moral excellence of humans, particularly monks, the impact of these 
precepts on nonhuman animals is still significant.

Buddhism also sees the world of humans and that of other animals 
as a continuum because humans can be reborn as other animals and 
vice versa.68 Likewise, the laws of karma apply equally to all species, the 
human one included. Consequently, at least at a theoretical level, other 
animals are not banned from the opportunity of progress on the wheel of 
rebirth (samsa<ra) because a meritorious act performed by a nonhuman 
animal causes it to be born in a higher status in its future life, just as is 
the case with humans, whereas a disgraceful act does the opposite for all 
species alike.

The mere suggestion that other animals are capable of performing 
meritorious acts shows that Buddhism attributes to them certain features, 
such as morality, which are denied to them (or at least de-emphasized) 
in mainstream Judaism and Christianity. In fact, some scholars maintain 
that Buddhism attributes to nonhuman animals features such as tender 
feelings, altruism, peaceful coexistence with one another, gratitude, her-
oism, and the ability to grasp the teachings of the Buddha.69 These fea-
tures present nonhuman animals as moral, spiritual, and, to some extent, 
rational beings. Moreover, the notion of karma, according to which each 
individual reaps the results of its deeds, and which applies to human 
and nonhuman animals alike, implies that nonhuman animals can be 
regarded as “responsible” beings, which has “a positive, even if not thor-
oughly worked out, implications for the abilities of other animals.”70

In Waldau’s opinion, however, all of these themes represent only one 
of “two different ‘faces’” of the Buddhist attitude toward other animals.71 
The second face, “which is as ancient and central a part of the tradition 
as is the first,” is much less “friendly” to them.72 Although, as stated ear-
lier, other animals are highly present in Buddhist texts, attitudes toward 
them, Waldau argues, are “not based on extensive knowledge of [their 
realities]” and, therefore, they rather indicate that “early Buddhists were 
unconcerned with exploring the actual realities of other animals” and 
that “their comments about other animals merely reflect the dominant 

68 Ibid., 27.
69 Harris, “A Vast Unsupervised Recycling Plant,” 208; Chapple, Nonviolence to Animals, 

23; Story, The Place of Animals in Buddhism, 11. Ja<taka are tales relating episodes from 
the Buddha’s previous lives.

70 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 141.
71 Waldau, “Buddhism and Animal Rights,” 87.
72 Ibid., 88.
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‘ideology’ of the time regarding the complete inferiority of all other 
 animals.”73 Although the Ja<taka and “other animal-oriented stories” do 
display them in a positive light, with their anthropomorphic character, 
Harris argues, it is questionable whether they truly deal with animals. 
Indeed, Harris notes that “the animals [in these stories] are not really ani-
mals at all, for at the end of each story the Buddha reveals that the central 
character was none other than himself in a former life, with his monastic 
companions playing the supporting role.”74 About the Ja<taka, Waldau 
notes that “the overall view of [primates] is quite negative” and that 
“rarely is any other primate that is not the Bodhisattva [the Buddha in a 
previous life] pictured as an individual with any significant abilities.”75

Waldau also contends that, in contrast to the sense of continuity 
between the worlds of human and nonhuman animals that is usually 
considered to be characteristic of this tradition, there is “a competing 
sense of an even more radical discontinuity that is an aspect of Buddhist 
thinking on this subject.”76 This discontinuity is first reflected at the lin-
guistic level. The Pali word Tiraccha<nagata, Waldau notices, “means ‘the 
state or realm of animals’” which humans are not part of.77 Therefore, 
just as in Western and many other cultures, Buddhism lumps all nonhu-
man animals together while keeping humans outside their realm, which 
clearly points to a deeply perceived gap between their worlds.

Although the cycle of rebirth seems to evoke continuity between the 
worlds of human and nonhuman animals, this doctrine is still based on 
derogatory views of other animals, because rebirth as a nonhuman ani-
mal is considered a punishment for heinous deeds committed in a preced-
ing human life cycle.78 Indeed, in Buddhism, the realm of other animals is 
considered one of the three “states of woe”79 and “evil paths.”80 This view 
is based on this tradition’s assumption that the “animal sphere” involves 
“much suffering and little happiness” because animals are supposed to 
be “stupid, possess no wisdom, and are always killing one another.”81 
Consequently, the world of nonhuman animals is disgraced and inferior to 

73 Ibid., 98.
74 Harris, “A Vast Unsupervised Recycling Plant,” 208.
75 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 119.
76 Ibid., 139 (emphasis in the original).
77 Waldau, “Buddhism and Animal Rights,” 90.
78 Chapple, Nonviolence to Animals, 23.
79 Waldau, “Buddhism and Animal Rights,” 90.
80 Zennõ Ishigami, “Animals,” in Encyclopaedia of Buddhism, ed. G. O. Malalasekera, fasc. 
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that of humans, and “in the Buddhist ideal worlds there are no animals …  
other than humans.”82 Furthermore, other animals cannot reach the 
state of nirva<na, the ultimate bliss after one is released from the wheel 
of rebirth, without going through a human life cycle first. Wisdom or 
knowledge, which is sometimes attributed to nonhuman animals, is more 
consistently considered to be the monopoly of humans.83 Indeed, because 
Buddhism considers rebirth in a nonhuman animal form to be a punish-
ment for bad karma accumulated in a previous human life cycle, the mere 
birth in one such form is therefore considered a moral failure. This idea is 
also inconsistent with the comparatively positive notion of responsibility, 
attributed to other animals (discussed earlier), because it presents them 
not only as morally deficient beings, but also holds them responsible for 
this deficiency.

Despite its centrality, the nonviolence precept has not promoted the 
well-being of other animals to the degree that is often claimed, and in 
some instances, it seems to have created complications that may lead 
to even more pain inflicted on certain animals. In the Buddhist tradi-
tion, what is considered the main negative consequence of killing is the 
accumulation of bad karma, hence reflecting concern for the active party 
(usually the human being perpetuating the act of killing) more than the 
victim (usually the nonhuman animal that is killed). As a consequence, 
the tradition developed ways for surmounting this difficulty, which aim 
at the protection of the perpetrator of killing and not the victim, such as 
leaving the killing to someone else, performing ceremonies of pacifica-
tion or atonement, and evoking the Buddha’s name.84 In some instances, 
to avoid direct killing and consequently the bad karma that ensues from 
it, adherents may resort to “cruel indirect methods [of killing] considered 
less immeritorious for the perpetrator.”85

Furthermore, although the First Precept is unequivocally clear about 
the issue of taking life, Lambert Schmithausen states that “other kinds 
of injuring like hurting or torturing … are not explicitly prohibited by 
the wording of the standard form of the Precept.”86 As a consequence, 
Buddhism not only tolerates, but in some instances promotes serious 
harms that, although short of death, seriously compromise the well-being 

82 Waldau, “Buddhism and Animal Rights,” 90.
83 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 119.
84 Lambert Schmithausen, Buddhism and Nature (Tokyo: The International Institute for 
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of certain animals. In his account of the breaking of wild young elephants 
by Buddhist Thais, Douglas Chadwick provides a detailed and graphic 
description of the process, which involves the infliction of acute pain.87 
Although such practices may have nothing to do with Buddhism as such, 
Waldau takes the Buddhist tradition’s acceptance of the captivity of ele-
phants – which is known to take place through brutal means – as a sign 
of tacit acknowledgement of such practices. Aside from the pain, Waldau 
points out that the mere captivity of an elephant curtails its interests and 
changes it “from a potential member of an elephant society to a creature 
unfit for either human or elephant society.”88 Although “the failure of 
some elephants to thrive in captivity despite being given food and shel-
ter” is recognized in Buddhist texts, Buddhism does not condemn the 
instrumental use of these animals, and “some statements even seem to 
suggest that it is moral to allow such harms to exist.”89

Animals in Jainism

Jainism shares with Buddhism its great concern for all types of animal 
life, a concern which is even more profound in this tradition than it is in 
the Buddhist one and which extends to a number of beings that, outside 
Jainism, are usually perceived as devoid of life. Nonhuman beings in 
Jainism are classified according to the senses through which they experi-
ence the world. At the lowest level, one finds beings presumably possess-
ing only the sense of touch, a category that includes the four elements 
(earth, water, air, and fire) as well as plants and microorganisms.90 The 
next level introduces the sense of taste and includes creatures such as 
worms and snails. Smell added to the two previous senses character-
izes the next level of beings, consisting of most insects. The fourth level 
adds sight to the previous senses and includes butterflies, flies, and bees. 
The fifth level – consisting of mammals, birds, reptiles, and a number 
of other animal categories – introduces the sense of hearing.91 Although 

87 Douglas Chadwick, The Fate of the Elephant (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1994), 
378.

88 Waldau, “Buddhism and Animal Rights,” 101.
89 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 149.
90 Kristi Wiley, “Five-sensed Animals in Jainism,” in Communion of Subjects (see note 5 in 
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these classifications do not include human beings, it is still remarkable 
that five-sensed animals are perceived as rational beings, having minds 
with the ability to reason. Indeed, it is believed that these animals can 
“remember the past … think about the future, and … make choices 
about the nature of their actions,”92 which, at least in theory, enables 
them to undertake a salvation journey. In any case, among all animals, 
it is only humans and five-sensed beings that seem to have the ability to 
“affect their destiny, positively or negatively, through the choices they 
make.”93 In addition to their rationality and self-consciousness, these 
animals are often portrayed in the Jain tradition as moral beings that 
“can choose between right and wrong” and spiritual beings that can 
“assume the religious vows.”94

Consideration for other animals in Jainism is manifested in a number 
of ways, the most prominent of which are vegetarianism and the establish-
ment of special refuges for certain species.95 About the first, Roy Perrett 
observes that “[i]f the Buddhist tradition has sometimes seen ahimsa< as 
compatible with non-vegetarianism, Jainism has not. Jainism,” Perrett 
continues, “very definitely advocates the practice of ahimsa< and it under-
pins the prohibition on meat-eating that is the first of the basic restraints 
… that are observed by all Jainas.” In addition to meat, observing Jainas 
also abstain from the consumption of alcohol, honey, and figs “for such 
substances are believed to be richly populated by single-sense creatures.” 
Furthermore, “even animals that have died naturally are forbidden” in 
this religion because dead flesh is considered a breeding ground for single-
sense creatures. Perrett concludes that the “strict adherence to vegetari-
anism has long been considered the hallmark of the Jaina and constitutes 
the most basic expression of the Jain commitment to ahimsa<.”96

Attention to other animals is not restricted to abstention from the 
consumption of their flesh, but extends to the protection of their feel-
ings as well.97 Perhaps because life and different degrees of sentiency are 
believed to characterize physical beings, including the four elements and 
plants, “the ideal death for a Jaina, lay or monastic, is to fast to death, 

92 Kristi Wiley, “Five-sensed Animals,” 252.
93 Ibid., 253.
94 Chapple, “Inherent Value without Nostalgia,” 242.
95 Ibid., 253.
96 Roy W. Perrett, “Moral Vegetarianism and the Indian Tradition,” in Ethical and Political 
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consciously making the transition to the next birth while not creating any 
harm to living beings.”98

Jainism’s attention to other animals is expressed in active ways as well. 
The most manifest of these are the medical institutions specializing in the 
treatment of certain animal species. Chapple notes that according to a 
1955 survey, “there were more than three thousand such animal homes at 
that time” in India.99 The services of such hospitals extend even to insects, 
for which a number of these hospitals set aside rooms that “serve as 
receptacles for dust sweepings brought by Jainas.”100 Furthermore, Kristi 
Wiley notes how “[t]hroughout the ages, Jains have actively tried to dis-
suade others from killing animals, be it in the context of ritual sacrifice, 
for food, or merely for sport.” One of their success stories consists of 
their impact on the Mughal emperor Akbar (r. 1564–1605) who, because 
of their influence, issued “a decree to free caged birds” and banned the 
slaughter of animals during the most sacred Jain festival.101

Notwithstanding this great attention to other animals’ welfare, from 
the perspective of an animal-rights advocate Jainism can still be criti-
cized for many of its views and treatments of other animals. First, even 
though this tradition regards the world of human and nonhuman ani-
mals as a continuum and allows for cross-species rebirth, this doctrine, 
as in Buddhism, is based on derogatory views of other animals, because 
a nonhuman rebirth is considered a punishment for loathsome deeds 
committed in a preceding human life cycle, hence implying the debase-
ment of nonhuman animals. Likewise, the classification of other animals 
into different levels from which the human race is totally excluded while 
even the supposedly more developed (five-sensed) animals are seen as a 
subcategory of the animal world points to a perceived gap separating 
humans from other animals. This view is based on the assumption that 
human beings differ from other animals in essence, whereas other species, 
regardless of how far removed from one another, differ only in degree.

The notion of karma, in which, as explained earlier, there is concern for 
the active rather than the passive party, results in a number of situations 
in which nonhuman animals are led to suffer unnecessarily, at least from 
the standpoint of certain animal-rights advocates. For example, in the 
hospitals described, a number of animals are so sick that it may appear 
more charitable to put an end to their suffering. Euthanasia, however, is 

98 Ibid.
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not an option in this case mainly out of fear of darkening the karma of 
the person who undertakes the act of killing, and because according to 
the karmic view, the suffering animals deserve their predicament because 
of their own dark karma accumulated in a previous life cycle.102

Jainism can also be criticized for applying human – particularly Jaina – 
standards to all animals. For instance, vegetarianism, which is regarded 
as a moral virtue in the case of humans, is recommended for other ani-
mals as well, including carnivorous ones. As a consequence of this atti-
tude, the ideal behavior for a lion, for example, would not differ from 
that of a human being or an herbivorous animal, even if only the former 
would suffer fatal consequences from its abstention from meat. Although 
this attitude may seem to be of minimal consequence, as it appears to be 
restricted to hypothetical or mythical scenarios, one example can illus-
trate how its impact can extend to real life situations. In medical cen-
ters for birds set up by Jaina families in Delhi, sick predator birds are 
not admitted “on the grounds that they harm other creatures and that 
they violate the ahimsa< principle.”103 Therefore, these birds are not only 
regarded as suffering from a moral flaw (violating the ahimsa< principle), 
but are in a way punished for it by being denied treatment from which 
other birds can benefit.

Contemporary ethical and philosophical considerations

Even though in major world religions the lower status of other animals 
has been considered a given, and care for other species, when advocated, 
has usually been founded on emotional grounds, the notion of other ani-
mals’ inferiority to humans is now increasingly challenged, and the case 
for other animals is occasionally made on rational bases. This attitude, 
however, is far from becoming universal. In the West, the modern philo-
sophical discourse about other animals covers a wide spectrum of views 
about their natures, status, ethical treatment, and legal standing. At one 
end of this spectrum we find views denying other animals any significant 
status, whereas at the other we find voices calling for equality between 
human and nonhuman species. Here I would like to focus on the views 
of two major philosophical schools that share the position that other ani-
mals are entitled to equal respect with humans. The first is the utilitarian 

102 Chapple, “Inherent Value without Nostalgia,” 247.
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school, whose leading exponent with respect to animals is Peter Singer, 
and the second is that of animal rights, whose main representative is Tom 
Regan.

Utilitarianism and the principle of equal consideration
The founding principle pertinent to the animal question in the utilitarian 
school is that all sentient beings have interests that deserve to be taken 
into consideration. The sentience element was initially advocated to 
counter the effect of certain presumptions about nonhuman animals that 
are called upon not only to relegate them to an inferior status, but also to 
justify their unrestricted exploitation.104 Therefore, Bentham, one of the 
early utilitarians who discussed the issue of nonhuman animals, argued 
that “The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they talk? but, Can 
they suffer?”105 Although to Bentham the plea for sentience was simply 
made to extend compassionate treatment to other animals, to Singer it 
has become a ground for an egalitarian attitude toward them. Because 
other animals can feel pain just as human beings do, Singer maintains 
that there is no ethical ground that would justify the prioritization of 
humans’ interests in this respect over those of other animals. Singer insists 
that self-awareness, intelligence, or other characteristics “are not relevant 
to the question of inflicting pain.”106

An important point in Singer’s philosophy, however, is the distinction 
between the issues of inflicting pain and of taking life. “It is not arbi-
trary,” he maintains, “to hold that the life of a self-aware being, capable 
of abstract thought, of planning for the future, of complex acts of com-
munication, and so on, is more valuable than the life of a being with-
out these capacities.”107 Although this distinction is irrelevant in the case 
of inflicting pain, it is relevant to the issue of vegetarianism, one of the 
important dimensions of the animal question. Singer admits that

As a matter of strict logic, perhaps, there is no contradiction in taking an inter-
est in animals on both compassionate and gastronomic grounds. If a person is 

104 The most prominent of these is the Cartesian view, according to which other animals 
are perceived as machines, devoid of inner experiences, including sentiency. See Gary 
Steiner, “Descartes, Christianity, and Contemporary Speciesism,” in Communion of 
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opposed to the infliction of suffering on animals, but not to the painless killing of 
animals, he could consistently eat animals that have lived free of all suffering and 
been instantly, painlessly slaughtered.108

Singer still strongly recommends vegetarianism, however, his motives 
belong more to the psychological and political realms than to the purely 
ethical one. First, he considers eating meat in the present circumstances, 
that is, the intensively produced meat, to be morally wrong because its 
production involves the infliction of suffering on nonhuman animals 
before and upon their killing. He also suspects those who take gastro-
nomical interest in nonhuman animals to relax their standards in case 
they conflict with their gustatory preferences. Another reason is that 
he considers the boycott of meat a political tactic against the intensive 
method of raising certain nonhuman animals. Singer is not categorically 
opposed to the idea of experimenting on sentient beings either, although 
he makes it a precondition that all other options be exhausted before-
hand and that the benefit should be believed to significantly outweigh the 
sacrifice to make it justifiable.

At first glance, it may seem difficult to accuse Singer of speciesism, 
because, at least on a theoretical level, he puts all beings that share a 
number of relevant characteristics in the same bracket regardless of which 
species they belong to. However, his utilitarian approach, which assigns 
value to interests rather than to individuals, has been regarded as incom-
patible with the principles of equality and justice.109 Singer, as mentioned 
earlier, does not object to the sacrifice of the interests of one or a few 
individuals if the aggregate interest to be reaped outweighs the sacrificed 
interests. For example, if by experimenting on one or a few individuals 
(who, for that matter, could be nonhuman animals or humans who sat-
isfy certain prerequisites, such as lacking family ties, suffering from severe 
mental illnesses, and/or other characteristics that deprive them from hav-
ing a meaningful life), a larger number of human and nonhuman animals 
can reap much greater advantages, such as discovering the cure to some 
major illnesses, then this act becomes morally advisable. Although this 
rule does not operate by species criteria, it is still viewed as inequitable 
toward the individuals whose interests are sacrificed, especially because 
these individuals by their very nature cannot give consent to such acts.

108 Ibid., 164.
109 Maithili Schmidt-Raghavan, “Animal Liberation and Ahimsa<” in Ethical and Political 

Dilemmas of Modern India, ed. Ninian Smart and Shivesh Chandra Thakur (New York: 
St. Martin’s Press, 1993), 68.
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Singer has also been criticized for not regarding death in itself as evil. 
As a preference utilitarian, what he considers as evil is the satisfaction 
or frustration of a certain individual’s preferences. Because he consid-
ers humans to be the only beings endowed with self-consciousness, in 
his opinion they alone can have a conscious preference for life as such. 
Therefore, he considers that “humans, and humans only, suffer loss from 
death even if that death is painless.”110

Animal rights and the inherent value approach
Regan rejects the utilitarian approach in which individuals are viewed as 
mere receptacles for feelings of pleasure and pain and proposes instead 
that each individual has inherent value, which emanates from its own 
subjectivity. “The inherent value of individual moral agents,” he explains, 
“is to be understood as being conceptually distinct from the intrinsic 
value that attaches to the experiences they have (e.g., their pleasures or 
preference satisfaction).”111 In his view, taking into consideration the ele-
ment of sentience alone is insufficient, as it does not give enough weight 
to the deeper reality of many animals as complex beings.

The way Regan builds his argument is through a number of analo-
gies. After arguing that moral agents have value in themselves, which 
is independent from their experiences, possessions, morality, lovability, 
and so forth, he rejects the restriction of the notion of inherent value 
“to all moral agents and only to moral agents” as arbitrary. “If we pos-
tulate inherent value in the case of moral agents and recognize the need 
to view their possession of it as being equal,” he contends, “then we will 
be rationally obliged to do the same in the case of moral patients.” He 
concludes that “All who have inherent value thus have it equally, whether 
they be moral agents or moral patients.”112 As a consequence, Regan, 
unlike Singer, is unequivocal in his advocacy of vegetarianism and cate-
gorically opposes most types of harming (certain) animals.

The dissimilarity between Regan’s and Singer’s ethical theories ema-
nates largely from their different perceptions of nonhuman animals’ 
natures. Although both philosophers agree on the sentience dimen-
sion, which leads them to the principle that other animals should not 

110 Julian Franklin, Animal Rights and Moral Philosophy (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2005), 9.

111 Tom Regan, The Case for Animal Rights (Berkley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 2004, 2nd ed.), 236.

112 Ibid., 235–40.
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be gratuitously harmed, Regan, in addition, attributes a number of 
characteristics, such as self-consciousness and possession of beliefs and 
desires, to one-year-old (or more) mammals. Regan’s theory about other 
animals’ self-awareness rests on three foundations: common sense, ordi-
nary language, and evolution. Although he admits that common sense 
and the way we talk about certain animals are not sufficient foundation 
for attributing to them characteristics such as self-consciousness, because 
many people reject such uses of language as merely anthropomorphic, 
he still puts the burden of proof on those who deny the weight of these 
arguments. He thinks that “unless or until we are shown that there are 
better reasons for denying that these animals have beliefs and desires, 
we are rationally entitled to believe that they do.”113 He derives from the 
theory of evolution an even stronger endorsement to his viewpoint. The 
similarity between the anatomy and physiology of humans and many 
other animals, according to the evolutionary theory, suggests similarities 
between their mental lives as well.114 Furthermore, “the survival value of 
consciousness,” which, he argues, clearly played a crucial part in the sur-
vival of the human species, must have played a similar role in the survival 
of many other species.115 Regan is aware of possible charges of anthropo-
morphism when he attributes to other animals some characteristics that 
are traditionally thought to be the monopoly of humans. He however 
counters this charge by warning us about the “other side of the anthro-
pomorphic coin,” that is, human chauvinism.

General considerations. A few remarks are now due. Both Singer’s and 
Regan’s views are largely based on the imagined nature, rather than the 
actual realities, of nonhuman animals, a charge that Waldau directed 
to Buddhism and that seems to apply to other religious traditions as 
well. This attitude, however, is the result of two major difficulties: the 
inaccessibility of other animals’ minds and the question of where to draw 
the line.

Inaccessibility of animals’ minds. The mental and psychological state 
of other animals is far from being a point of consensus among philosophers 
and other scholars. “If it is too difficult to come to grips with consciousness 
in humans, where we at least have some personal experience to guide us, 

113 Ibid., 78.
114 Ibid., 18.
115 Ibid., 19.
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how are we to consider consciousness in other species?” retorts Clive 
Wynne.116 Daisie and Michael Radner wonder “How can we possibly 
know what animals are experiencing, when we have no direct access to 
their inner lives and the insuperable barrier between us and them undercuts 
any attempt at analogical reasoning from their behavior?”117 Donald 
Griffin explains that a major philosophical issue in assessing nonhuman 
animals’ mental nature “is the problem of other minds, that is, how we can 
come to understand minds other than our own, including those of other 
species.”118 Thus, knowing what is in another’s mind or how another being 
experiences certain things can be a philosophical dilemma even in inter-
human relations. Assuming that other animals have minds, in the absence 
of a complex inter-species system of communication, this dilemma becomes 
much more heightened.

In their attempt to understand how other species experience the world 
and to decide which species are ethically entitled to sensitive treatment, 
modern thinkers have had to rely on various approaches, a few of which 
are scientific investigation, evolution theory, and even common sense. 
Each of these approaches, however, has its intricacies. Although the 
main charge against religion, as discussed in previous sections, is that of 
anthropocentrism, modern approaches may be suspected of being limited 
by different degrees of anthropomorphism. These approaches often take 
the human experience as the yardstick in the evaluation of the experi-
ences of other species. This attitude may even be characterized of simply 
expanding the circle of anthropocentrism to include those species that are 
more like us in the human moral spheres.

A number of claims made about nonhuman animals suggest anthro-
pomorphic attitudes toward them. For example, in dealing with the ques-
tion, “Can any animals use language?” Regan points to “the efforts to 
teach primates, including gorillas and chimpanzees, a language such as 
the American sign language (ASL) for the deaf.”119 Thus, the assump-
tion appears to be that only human language counts as a language. 
Communication systems that other species use are not acknowledged as 
possible variations of language, or at least as effective communicative 
systems. This analogy not only seems to take no notice of other animals’ 

116 Wynne, Animal Cognition, 15.
117 Daisie and Michael Radner, Animal Consciousness (New York: Prometheus Books, 

1996), 8.
118 Donald R. Griffin, Animal Minds: Beyond Cognition to Consciousness (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1992), ix.
119 Regan, The Case for Animal Rights, 12.
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communicative skills, which have been well documented through various 
scientific studies. It also seems to tacitly require other animals to become 
like humans (learn human language) before humans can recognize their 
ability to communicate with one another.

Efforts to teach primates human language, however, remain very lim-
ited and, more importantly, misleading because their results are quite 
equivocal to say the least. Radner and Radner note that with “primate 
language research, the more the data are examined the less impressive 
they are.”120 When videotapes of the utterances of a chimpanzee were 
analyzed, “it became apparent that most of his signing was prompted by 
his teachers. The pattern of discourse was quite different from that of a 
human child.”121 However, the primates’ failure is only with respect to 
learning human language. The same two authors indeed ask,

Was it to [the chimpanzee] Sarah’s advantage to learn the abstract concepts “color 
of,” “same as,” and so on? From one point of view it was: she could earn her-
self extra bananas or a hug if she did. But like a student taking an examination, 
she gets the same reward for learning as for giving the appearance of learning. 
Students sometimes have occasion to put their knowledge to real use after they 
leave the classroom. Sarah never leaves it. Language for her is a task to be mas-
tered, not a means for broadening her horizons.122

The problem with these attempts is that the primates not only had “to 
communicate by our language; they had to talk about what humans are 
accustomed to talk about.” By contrast, “[s]tudies of the natural commu-
nicative behavior of chimpanzees, both in the wild and in experimental 
settings, reveal a rich repertory of natural signals.”123

In his attempt to probe which animals are self-conscious, Regan also 
writes,

The greater the anatomical and physiological similarity between given animals 
and paradigmatic conscious beings (i.e., normal, developed human beings), the 
stronger our reasons are for viewing these animals as being like us in having the 
material basis for consciousness; the less like us a given animal is in these respects, 
the less reason we have for viewing them as having a mental life. Because some 
animals frequently differ from us in quite fundamental ways in these respects, it 
is not unreasonable to view them as utterly lacking in consciousness. Like auto-
matic garage doors that open when they register an electronic signal, or like the 
pinball machine that registers the overly aggressive play of a competitor and 

120 Radner and Radner, Animal Consciousness, 160.
121 Ibid., 153.
122 Ibid., 159.
123 Ibid. 158–9.
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lights up “Tilt!” some animals may be reasonably viewed as making their “behav-
ioral moves” in the world without any awareness of it.124

Clearly, then, in Regan’s opinion, the human being (specifically, what we 
usually take to be normal, developed human) is the standard measure, 
and the farther a given species’ anatomy is from ours, the less one should 
worry about its interests, or even consider it as having an interest that 
requires our attention and concern.

Where to draw the line? This anthropomorphic attitude is partly 
imposed by another consideration, which represents the second major 
challenge in this respect: where to draw the threshold line? Obviously, 
to adopt a moral theory that gives equal consideration to all forms of 
animal life is practically impossible.125 Therefore, the need to draw the 
line somewhere is imperative. However, the actual drawing of such a line 
is very controversial. Singer, who anchors his ethical theory in the element 
of sentience, seems to be comfortable with the idea that some “very 
primitive organisms” such as oysters, clams, mussels, and scallops may 
be eaten because “[m]ost mollusks are such rudimentary beings that it is 
difficult to imagine them feeling pain, or having other mental states.”126 
Although drawing the line at the mollusk level may be considered 
inclusive of a rather large variety of animal forms, Singer still accepts 
that in some circumstances (such as biomedical experimentation), the line 
can be drawn at the human level127 because “it is worse to kill a normal 
adult human, with a capacity for self-awareness, and the ability to plan 
for the future and have meaningful relations with others, than it is to kill 
a mouse which presumably does not share all of these characteristics.”128 
Obviously, this view is based on the assumption that other animals lack 
the mental capacities that normal adult human beings have. Singer cites 

124 Regan, The Case for Animal Rights, 76 (emphases added).
125 The case of Jainism, which could be brought here as a proof that it is possible to include 

all animals in one’s moral sphere, has been noteworthy for its impracticality, which 
may account in part for this faith’s limited reach. Moreover, even for Jainas, a rigorous 
discipline in this respect is observable only by the “most advanced monks” who have 
to abstain from “digging, bathing, lighting or extinguishing fires, or fanning.” Chapple, 
Nonviolence to Animals, 10.

126 Singer, Animal Liberation, 178.
127 Although, as noted, Singer argues that experimenting on certain humans who satisfy 

certain requirements should be allowed as well, these requirements seem to be designed 
in a way as to exclude virtually all humans. This view, as suggested by Franklin, could be 
strategic, but Singer’s aim is only to discourage unnecessary experimentation on other 
animals and not to shock us into performing no experiments at all.

128 Singer, Animal Liberation, 20.

     

 

 

 

 

 



Animals Outside Islamic Tradition 41

“anticipation, more detailed memory, [and] greater knowledge of what is 
happening,” as being among the “superior mental powers” that belong to 
“normal adult humans” to the exclusion of other animals.129

Regan’s perception of other animals and the type of rights he is will-
ing to extend to them leads him to draw the line differently. As stated 
earlier, Regan perceives those animals that are most like us, in particular 
mammals, as having “beliefs, desires, memory, a sense of the future, self-
awareness, and an emotional life, and can act intentionally” and, this is 
where he chooses to draw his species line. Even within this category, how-
ever, the line still needs to be redrawn, for mammals do not have these 
mental and emotional capacities at every stage of their physical devel-
opment or deterioration, just as is the case with humans. Consequently, 
Regan chooses to defend the rights of “mentally normal mammals of a 
year or more.”130

In his investigation of Christian and Buddhist attitudes toward other 
animals, Paul Waldau chooses to focus on different groups of animals, 
to which he refers as the key animals, consisting of great apes, elephants, 
and cetaceans. Waldau’s rationale for making this particular choice is 
that these species are “by consensus, among the more complicated of 
animals.”131 What accounts for this complexity, he maintains, are these 
species’ “large brains, communications between individuals, prolonged 
periods of development in complex familial and social envelopes, and 
levels of both social integration and individuality that humans can 
 recognize.”132 Thus, his criteria consist of features that are comparable to 
human ones (for example, prolonged periods of development) and that 
humans can perceive easily as a result of the size of the animals in ques-
tion and the fact that they echo human features.

As I hope will become clear over the course of this book, the Qur’anic 
presentation of other animals and why they matter differs in considerable 
respects from the representations found in other major faith traditions. On 
the other hand, from the Qur’anic perspective, just as with other religious 
approaches, accessing other animals’ minds is not problematic, because 
this text presents itself as proceeding from the perspective of divine omni-
science. Therefore, an exploration of the Qur’anic depiction of other ani-
mals’ natures may suggest other ways of drawing threshold lines.

129 Ibid., 59–60.
130 Regan, The Case for Animal Rights, 77–8.
131 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 60.
132 Ibid.
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2

Exegesis, Relevant Notions, and Exegetes

The Qur’anic presentation of nonhuman animals has had a significant 
impact on Muslims’ attitudes toward the animal world. A general survey 
of medieval adab works on animals, such as al-Ja<hiz’s (d. 255/868) Kita<b 
al-hayawa<n, al-Damırı’s Haya<t al-hayawa<n al-kubra< (d. 808/1405), and 
al-Majlisı’s (d.1111/1699) Tawhıd al-Mufaddal, for example, reveals a 
sense of wonder vis-à-vis other species, which, upon scrutiny, turns out to 
be closely linked to the Qur’anic presentation of animals as loci of mirac-
ulous signs upon which humans are invited to reflect to know more about 
their Creator. This impact, however, does not seem to have extended 
fully to perceptions of the nature of nonhuman animals. Although the 
Qur’an, as we shall see, presents nonhuman animals as spiritual, moral, 
and psychologically complex beings, Islamic literatures engage with such 
presentations only intermittently. One of the two major exceptions to 
this seemingly general rule are (1) the genre of Qur’anic exegesis (tafsır), 
which, owing to its quasi exhaustive nature, leaves no Qur’anic animal 
theme unaddressed, and (2) a medieval fictional work, Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ’s 
animal epistle, The Case of the Animals versus Man Before the King of 
the Jinn, which engages with Qur’anic animal themes at considerable 
depth. Exploration of tafsır works is pertinent to this study not only 
because it explicates certain aspects of Qur’anic animal themes, but 
also because examination of this genre can show us the extent to which 
the divine scripture has shaped the views of some Muslims on animals. 
Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ’s animal epistle, on the other hand, although technically 
not part of the tafsır genre, still plays an exegetical role and, in a way, 
may be the most focused commentary on Qur’anic animal themes. Thus, 
in this chapter I will introduce the tafsır genre and highlight some of its 
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distinctive features. In addition, I will give a brief summary of Ikhwa<n 
al-Safa<ʾ’s epistle. I will also call attention to some of the factors that have 
had an effect on the exegetes’ understanding of Qur’anic animal themes, 
particularly the notion of anthropocentrism, the Neoplatonic notion of 
the Great Chain of Being, and the two notions of egalitarianism and hier-
archy. Finally, I will introduce the exegetes whose works are considered 
in this book.

General features of QUR’ANIC EXEGESIS 

Tafsır is a genre that endeavors to interpret the Qur’an and elucidate its 
ambiguous parts, not merely to satisfy an intellectual need for under-
standing the most central text in a believer’s life or a desire for studying a 
text deemed by Muslims to be the epitome of literary perfection, but also 
to serve the practical purpose of deriving and inferring rules and recom-
mendations that Muslims would implement in their lives. In addition to 
commenting on the entire Qur’an, the genre of tafsır is also a medium for 
“polyvalent reading of the [Qur’anic] text,”1 wherein previous exegetical 
authorities are cited. Therefore, Qur’anic exegesis consists of commen-
taries not only on the Qur’an, but also on previous commentaries. This, 
thus, results in continual reevaluations of and interactions with earlier 
interpretations and constant enrichment of the genre.

Because of the centrality of the text it interprets, tafsır, a genre that has 
continued to grow in the last fourteen centuries, is one of the most highly 
developed branches of Islamic scholarship; it is also one of the broadest.2 
In addition, the fascination with the word of God shared by scholars 
from various walks of intellectual life, coupled with a desire to find in the 
sacred text validation for various intellectual and theological tendencies 
and sectarian allegiances, has resulted in not only a large number but also 
a wide variety of exegetical works. The very large volume and extensive 
variety of tafsır combined with the large amount of Qur’anic material 
pertinent to the animal question make it impossible to survey the entire 
genre on this matter. In fact, surveying even a representative sample is 
hardly an option, not only because a fully representative one, were it to 

1 Norman Calder, “Tafsır from Tabarı to Ibn Kathır: Problems in the Description of a 
Genre, Illustrated with Reference to the Story of Abraham,” in Approaches to the Qur’an, 
ed. G. R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993), 103.

2 For an appreciation of the breadth of this branch of Islamic thought, see Walid Saleh, 
The Formation of the Classical Tafsır Tradition: The Qur’an Commentary of al-Thaʿlabı 
(Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2004), 1–2.
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be made, would still be beyond the scope of this work, but also because 
of the difficulty of developing adequate criteria for the selection of such 
a sample.

The heterogeneous nature of tafsır is one of the causes behind the 
difficulty of obtaining a representative sample. In modern, particularly 
western, scholarship, a number of typologies have been proposed for the 
categorization of this genre, taking into consideration a number of the-
matic and formal criteria. These classifications have obviously contributed 
to a better understanding of this genre. However, because of the heavy 
overlap between the assumed subcategories, these typologies are hardly 
helpful in providing a clear-cut division between the supposed subgenres 
that could assist in selecting a good representative sample. Even what 
might be considered mutually exclusive criteria, such as sectarian ones, 
can simultaneously be present in the same work of tafsır.3

What may alleviate this difficulty, however, is that some of the factors 
that led to this genre’s diversified nature hardly have any effect on the 
interpretation of the Qur’anic animal themes. One example can illustrate 
this point. The Qur’an often attributes to nonhuman beings, whether ani-
mate or inanimate, actions and features that are not perceivable to the 
human senses and mind, such as a spiritual dimension implied in all crea-
tures’ practice of tasbıh (glorification of God). Obviously, this attribution 
causes a tension between the Qur’anic presentation of other beings and 
the way the latter are usually perceived in human experiences. This ten-
sion is typically alleviated in one of two ways: either through a literal 
reading, which grants more authority to the Qur’an and attributes the 
inability to perceive such traits in other creatures to human limitations, or 
through a figurative reading, which, by contrast, gives more authority to 
the human mind and as such understands the text in ways that conform 
with what is believed to be a “normal” human experience. Although lit-
eral readings are not necessarily or consistently a better or more accurate 
approach, in this specific case, this figurative reading can be indicative of 
an anthropocentric attitude, as it insists on denying to other creatures, 
including other animals, any complexity or spiritual depth that may have 
an impact on their status.

A look at some texts shows that both attitudes are equally reflected 
in a number of the so-called exegetical subgenres. In Shıʿism, the exegete 
al-Fayd al-Ka<sha<nı (d. 1091/1680) opts for a literal reading,4 whereas 

3 Ibid., 20.
4 Al-Fayd al-Ka<sha<nı (known also as al-Ka<shı and al-Qa<sha<nı), Tafsır al-sa<fı (Beirut: 

Muʾassasat al-Aʿlamı li-al-Matbūʿa<t, 1979), 3: 195.
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al-Tabrisı (d. 548/1153) opts for a figurative interpretation.5 Among 
the Sufis, we find that ibn ʿAjıba (d.1224/1809) chooses a literal read-
ing of this theme, attributing the failure to understand other creatures’ 
glorification of God to humans’ spiritual shortcomings;6 ibn al-ʿArabı 
(d. 638/1240) in his tafsır chooses a figurative interpretation;7 whereas 
al-Qushayrı (d. 465/1072) takes a stand in between, allowing literal 
tasbıh only in the case of living beings, while interpreting the tasbıh of 
inanimate beings figuratively.8 This dichotomy survives into the modern 
era, in which, for example, al-Mutawallı al-Shaʿra<wı (d. 1418/1998) sides 
with the literalist camp,9 whereas al-Ta<hir ibn ʿ Ashūr (d. 1393/1973) sup-
ports the figurative one.10

Thus, the differences in these exegetes’ stands on this point cannot be 
ascribed to sectarian, mystical, or diachronic factors. In fact, in the case 
of sectarianism this conclusion should come as no surprise considering 
that other animals were not part of the political and ideological conflicts 
that were behind sectarian divisions, and as such, they are not expected 
to have been the focus of any political or intellectual debates that led to 
these divisions. Whatever the reason behind this, the fact is that ideas 
about their nature and status were neither examined in the light of nor 
affected by sectarian ideologies. Even Sufis, many of whom were partic-
ularly close and sensitive to the well-being of other animals, do not seem 
to have been consistently preoccupied by the theoretical question of other 
animals’ nature. Regardless of what one might think of the accuracy of 
modern typologies of tafsır or the lack thereof, these typologies are prob-
ably not our best guide in the selection of representative works.

What may be a more useful typology in our case is the medieval one 
of tafsır bi-al-maʾthūr (tradition-based exegesis) versus tafsır bi-al-raʾy 
(opinion-based exegesis), not only because of the great attention this 
typology received in the history of Islamic exegetical sciences, but also 
because of the claim made by the maʾthūr school about its keenness to 

5 Abū ʿAlı al-Fadl ibn al-Hasan al-Tabrisı, Majmaʿ al-baya<n f ı tafsır al-Qurʾa<n (Beirut: 
Maktabat al-Haya<t, 1961), 15: 53.

6 Abū al-ʿAbba<s Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn ʿAjıba, Al-Bahr al-madıd fı tafsır al-Qur’an 
al-majıd (Cairo: 1999), 3: 202.

7 Muhyı al-Dın ibn al-ʿArabı, Tafsır al-Qur’an al-karım (Beirut: Da<r al-Andalus, 1978), 1: 
717.

8 Abū al-Qa<sim ʿAbd al-Karım ibn Hawa<zin Al-Qushayrı, Lata<ʾif al-isha<ra<t (Cairo: Da<r 
al-Ka<tib al-ʿArabı), 4: 22.

9 Muhammad Mutawallı al-Shaʿra<wı, Tafsır al-Shaʿra<wı http://www.elsharawy.com/
sharawy.aspx?p_name_english=s17 (accessed Feb. 23, 2011).

10 Muhammad al-Ta<hir ibn ʿ Ashūr, Tafsır al-tahrır wa-al-tanwır (Tunis: al-Da<r al-Tūnisiyya 
li-al-Nashr, 1984), 15: 114–5.
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achieve an “objective” understanding of the Qur’an. Although the asser-
tions made by the advocates of this school in this respect should not be 
accepted at face value, as maʾthūr interpretations of the Qur’an are in fact 
not any less partisan than other ones, the theoretical foundations of this 
method still seem to offer a more adequate approach for our purpose, as 
the results of my investigation are related to the maʾthūr/raʾy distinction.

Tradition-based versus opinion-based exegesis

The maʾthūr methodology consists mainly of an attempt to limit the 
sources that can speak authoritatively for the Qur’an. In the opinion of 
ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), who is accredited with the establishment of 
“the theoretical foundation for this trend,”11 the only parties who can 
speak reliably for the Qur’an are the Qur’an itself, the Prophet, his com-
panions, and, to a lesser extent, the generation that followed the compan-
ions, known as the ta<biʿūn.

The Qur’an is deemed to provide the key to its own meaning mainly 
through an intertextual approach, for “what is stated ambiguously in one 
place is explicated in another, and what is stated in a concise manner in 
one place is expounded in another,” ibn Taymiyya explains. If no expla-
nation can be obtained through this method, one can look for answers 
in the prophetic tradition, which is deemed to have an explanatory and 
illustrative quality vis-à-vis the Qur’an, and which is considered a form 
of revelation. In fact, the prophetic tradition may be considered even a 
living translation or illustration of the Qur’an because “whatever deci-
sion the Prophet issued was emanating from his understanding of the 
Qur’an.”12

The Prophet’s companions, especially the most prominent and knowl-
edgeable amongst them, are considered reliable authorities in this respect 
mainly because of their closeness to the Prophet and their presence at the 
time the Qur’an was revealed, which provided them with direct knowl-
edge of the context of revelation, deemed essential in understanding this 
scripture. Moreover, ʿAbd Alla<h ibn ʿAbba<s (d. 68/687), the most promi-
nent exegete among them, is believed to have been blessed with a special 
prayer from the Prophet, thanks to which he became particularly insight-
ful in this field.

11 Walid Saleh, The Formation of the Classical Tafsır, 16.
12 Taqı al-Dın ibn Taymiyya, Al-Tafsır al-kabır (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1988), 2: 

231.
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The ta<biʿūn (the generation that followed the Prophet and his compan-
ions) do not enjoy the same level of knowledge authority as the previous 
three sources. Nonetheless, because some of them had the privilege of 
studying directly at the hands of the companions, especially those who 
were most knowledgeable in tafsır, such as ʿAbd Alla<h ibn ʿAbba<s and 
ʿAbd Alla<h ibn Masʿūd (d. 32/653), and because some of the later author-
ities in exegetical sciences, such as al-Tabarı, cited their opinions, it is 
believed that they can be accepted as exegetical authorities in matters in 
which they do not contradict one another. When they do, however, none 
of them is given more weight than the others.13

The notion of al-tafsır bi-al-maʾthūr emerged and developed as a reac-
tion to that of al-tafsır bi-al-raʾy (opinion-based exegesis). Ibn Taymiyya 
deems the latter unreliable, arguing that the exegetes who follow it 
either approach divine scripture with a number of preconceived notions 
that they want to impose on it or because they strip the text of its con-
text. Therefore, bias and de-contextualization are the two main reasons 
that may impede the exegete from grasping the “true” meaning of the 
Qur’an.14 According to ibn Taymiyya, biased exegetes can affect the 
meaning in two ways, either by stripping the word of its true intended 
meaning (yaslibūna lafza al-Qurʾa<n ma< dalla ʿalayhi wa-urıda bihi) or by 
imposing on it a new meaning that was not intended for it (yahmilūnahu 
ʿala< ma< lam yadulla ʿalayhi wa-lam yurad bihi). The reason why an exe-
gete would do this, ibn Taymiyya maintains, is his allegiance to a certain 
sect or his adherence to an ideological school.15

The maʾthūr/raʾy typology has been criticized on a number of grounds. 
First, it has been criticized for failing to “provide a sufficient analytical 
tool” for the tafsır genre because it lumps together a wide variety of 
Qur’anic exegesis under the umbrella of “raʾy” (opinion) without consid-
ering the differences, tensions, interactions between, and social and spir-
itual functions of these works and without acknowledging their valuable 
contributions to the understanding of the Qur’an.16 Moreover, this division 
has been characterized as an ideological one, “aimed at consolidating the 

13 Taqı al-Dın ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fı usūl al-tafsır (Kuwait: Da<r al-Qur’an al-Karım, 
1971), 93–105.

14 For more on the importance of “context” in ibn Taymiyya’s views, especially its impor-
tance in the phenomenon of language, see Mohamed Mohamed Yunis Ali, Medieval 
Islamic Pragmatics: Sunni Legal Theorists’ Models of Textual Communication 
(Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), 87–140.

15 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fı usūl al-tafsır, 82.
16 EI2, s.v. “Tafsır (a.),” (by Andrew Rippin).
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mainstream Sunnı interpretive tradition and undermining the non-Sunnı 
approaches as well as deviant Sunnı interpretations.” More importantly, 
the difference between the two types of tafsır is deemed to be fictitious 
because most of “the tafsır bi-’l-maʾthūr is in reality a tafsır bi-’l-raʾy.”17

Despite the validity of these criticisms, the emphasis that this school 
lays on the element of prejudice makes this typology fit for our purpose 
because I believe that a type of prejudice (anthropocentrism, with its pre-
sumptions about humans’ special status) has played an important role in 
shaping our understanding of the Qur’anic animal themes. This, of course, 
is not to imply that the maʾthūr school representatives were necessarily 
successful in achieving a rigorous implementation of their methodology 
or in pinpointing all forms of bias that may interfere with our under-
standing of this scripture. In fact, if this were the case, ibn Kathır’s tafsır, 
considered one of the best implementations of the maʾthūr theory, would 
have had the least anthropocentric of the Qur’anic animal themes. This, 
however, turns out not to be the case. The reason seems to be that ibn 
Kathır was perhaps unaware of his own anthropocentric views and con-
sequently did not question them. This is unlike, for example, al-Qurtubı, 
whose approach consists of a combination of both approaches (maʾthūr 
and raʾy), which perhaps shows that combining both approaches is a bet-
ter course. In fact, “responsible use of raʾy,” which al-Qurtubı advocates, 
may lead to a more critical approach that would help the exegete ques-
tion his own preconceptions.

In this study I intend to apply the maʾthūr methodology specifically to 
Qur’anic animal themes, making use mostly of the intertextual approach 
and taking occasional recourse to the Prophetic tradition. In accordance 
with the maʾthūr method, I would like also to ensure, to the extent of what 
is possible, that we have comprehensive understanding of key Qur’anic 
animal-related concepts. Although I do not suspect that Qur’anic com-
mentators have deliberately tried to change the meaning of these con-
cepts, a number of factors may still have blurred their meanings.

On the other hand, like all interpretations, mine is obviously inherently 
subjective. However, I would share with the reader that at the initial stage 
of this study I hardly anticipated that the Qur’an was so well adapted to 
such an egalitarian reading, so much so that I had to do substantial revi-
sion to my approach at an advanced stage of my research. Thus, although 
my personal views, naturally, do shape my understanding of Qur’anic 
animal themes, my work on the Qur’an has led me to question a number 

17 Saleh, The Formation of the Classical Tafsır, 16. 
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of my own anthropocentric presuppositions, thus contributing greatly 
to my current understanding of the animal world, including its human 
component.

Linear approach
One of the salient characteristics of the tafsır genre is its linear or “longi-
tudinal” approach to the Qur’an. Hassan Hanafi explains that “Qur’anic 
interpretation has proceeded till now from the beginning to the end, from 
Surat al-Fatiha to Surat al-Nas, surah after surah, verse following verse, 
from right to left, according to the written order of surahs.”18

Although this approach has many advantages, such as providing com-
mentaries on the entire text leaving no theme unaddressed, it has also been 
criticized on account of its “linear-atomistic” nature. In Asma Barlas’s 
opinion, this method has “failed to recognise the Qur’a<n’s thematic and 
structural coherence” and resulted in “a partial, piecemeal and decontex-
tualised (mis)interpretation that not only fails to see hermeneutic con-
nections between different themes in the Qur’a<n, but which also projects 
patriarchal and misogynistic meanings to it.”19 Mohammad Fadel also 
argues that Qur’anic exegesis, “which was dominated by the atomistic 
methodology of verse-by-verse interpretation, allowed the misogynistic 
assumptions of the reader to dominate the text.”20 Thus, this approach is 
criticized for its failure to reach a coherent and consistent view of gender-
related topics.

Qur’anic animal themes have also suffered from this method. The 
“linear-atomistic” approach, indeed, may have been one of the primary 
reasons why the uniqueness of the Qur’an’s view of animals has not been 
fully captured in the tafsır genre. Exegetes often display conflicting posi-
tions and understandings of the Qur’an’s stipulations on animals as a 
result of this method. Although in some of their discussions they do not 
hesitate to depict nonhuman species, including even insects, as intelligent 
beings whose mental faculties surpass those of most humans, in others 

18 For more on this point, see Hassan Hanafi, “Method of Thematic Interpretation of the 
Qur’an” in The Qur’an as Text, ed. Stefan Wild (Leiden; New York: E. J. Brill, 1996), 
195.

19 Asma Barlas, “Women’s Readings of the Qur’a<n,” in The Cambridge Companion to the 
Qur’a<n, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 
262.

20 Mohammad Fadel, “Two Women, One Man: Knowledge, Power, and Gender in Medieval 
Sunni Legal Thought” IJMES, 29, 2 (May 1997): 185–204.
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they go back to commonly held notions about nonhuman animals, thus 
perpetuating prevalent preconceptions about them.

The notable exception to this general rule is Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ’s 22nd 
epistle, Fı asna<fi al-hayawa<na<ti wa-ʿaja<ʾibi haya<kiliha< wa-ghara<ʾibi 
ahwa<liha<, translated in English as The Case of the Animals versus man 
Before the King of the Jinn.21 Although this work does not fall within the 
tafsır genre, it still engages with Qur’anic animal themes at significant 
depth.

This narrative consists of a fictional legal suit in which nonhuman ani-
mals take human beings to the court of the King of the Jinn on account of 
their oppression of other species. Both parties rely heavily on the Qur’an 
in this litigation, however, nonhuman animals are consistently able to 
refute the human characters’ anthropocentric reading of the divine reve-
lation and to show that the Qur’anic worldview is in fact far more egal-
itarian than human beings tend to present it. To cite one example, the 
Ikhwa<n’s human characters consider themselves superior to other ani-
mals because of their physical appearance and cite the Qur’anic verse, 
“We created the human being (al-insa<n) of the best stature” (95/al-Tın: 
4) to corroborate this claim. The nonhuman animal characters, however, 
contend that the point of this verse is not to compare humans to other 
creatures; it is rather to indicate that God has chosen for humans the 
most appropriate height that fits their particular needs. Thus, the verse 
means that man is created “neither tall and thin nor short and squat but 
at a mean.”22

Strangely, however, in spite of their persuasion nonhuman animals lose 
their case and are even portrayed as happily accepting the outcome of the 
litigation. However, the authors manage to give victory to their human 
characters only when they depart from Qur’anic animal themes. When all 
personal, social, and religious arguments prove to be of little help, human 
characters resort to the theme of the afterlife. Those who will continue 
to live eternally (i.e., humans), they maintain, are decidedly superior to 
those whose existence will cease upon the end of their earthly lives (pre-
sumably other animals). Nonhuman animals disagree. Eternal life is a 
sign of superiority only for those who will dwell in heaven. At this point, 
the Ikhwa<n’s human characters assert that all humans will indeed dwell 
eternally in heaven, thanks to the Prophet Muhammad’s intercession 

21 Translated by Lenn Goodman, (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1978); (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), there are a few, yet important, differences between the two 
editions.

22 Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ, The Case of the Animals versus Man, (2009), 111; Arabic text, 50.
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on their behalf, an idea that is not explicitly mentioned in the Qur’an.23 
Unsurprisingly, many critics have been disappointed by this narrative’s 
outcome, although some tried to account for it.24 Notwithstanding this 
puzzling end, the work itself remains an admirable attempt at question-
ing anthropocentric preconceptions and engaging with Qur’anic animal 
themes.

Relevant notions

Anthropocentrism
Anthropocentrism, the most important factor impinging on the inter-
pretation of Qur’anic animal themes, is a fairly complex concept that 
requires some analysis. It should be noted that a deep and satisfactory 
exploration of this topic is beyond the scope of this book, so I will raise 
only a few points that I deem relevant to this discussion. Among other 
things, this term designates the seemingly inescapable fact that humans 
can see the world only from human lenses. Wynne says,

When we look at animals, we may recognize that they are not people but we still 
can’t help seeing them from our human perspective – this is called “anthropocen-
trism”. Just as tourists visiting a new country make the foreign more manageable 
by comparing it with home . . . so, when considering animal psychology, we inev-
itably start with our human minds and compare what animals do to what we do. 
Are they intelligent or conscious? Do they think or feel? All these are anthropo-
centric questions.25

Wynne concludes that

Since we are human we can probably never be entirely free from anthropocen-
trism. But just as astronomers gradually came to recognize that the Earth was not 
the centre of the solar system and developed a cosmology that placed our planet 
in its appropriate place, at a particular point in a particular galaxy, so we may 
hope that we can develop an animal psychology that moves humans from centre 
stage and sees each species as being at the centre of its own world.26

In this sense, anthropocentrism is hardly a value-laden concept. To a large 
extent, it designates a matter-of-fact characteristic of the human mind. 

23 In another edition, reflected in the later (2009) translation of the epistle, the Ikhwa<n fall 
back on arguments successfully refuted by their animal characters earlier in the narrative, 
thus clearly contradicting themselves.

24 See for example Zayn Kassam, “The Case of the Animals versus Man: Toward an Ecology 
of Being” in A Communion of Subjects (see footnote 5 in Introduction), 160–9.

25 Clive D. L. Wynne, Animal Cognition: The Mental Lives of Animals (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2001), 2.

26 Ibid., 3.
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Because of many differences between us and other species, we will per-
haps never be able to ask the right questions about them – the sorts of 
questions that might lead us to knowing them better – or if we do, the 
task of answering such questions might be, to say the least, long and dif-
ficult, and most likely impossible or infinite.

In addition to being a set of outlooks that are simply shaped by the 
nature of the human mind, anthropocentrism refers also to a set of val-
ues that are the result of intersubjective processes of socialization and 
indoctrination that go beyond the individual. In this sense, anthropo-
centrism has many parallels with other “centric” worldviews. Humans 
tend to understand better, value more, and prioritize the interests of the 
circles that they consider closer to them. This attitude is not necessarily 
objectionable but may become so if it is dismissive of other groups, or if 
in the process of attending to its own interests, the concerned group vio-
lates the rights of others. Like other centric outlooks, however, if one is 
willing to acknowledge such anthropocentric feelings for what they pre-
sumably are, for instance, a set of cultural and ideological attitudes that 
are generationally transmitted and reinforced, such attitude may gradu-
ally be changed. In this sense, anthropocentrism would also be perceived 
as a limitation, however, still something that we may hope to gradually 
unlearn.

Rather than being approached as a limitation or inability to know 
other species for what they are – an attitude that would inspire humil-
ity – anthropocentrism, which throughout human history seems to have 
been rarely approached critically, often designates a feeling of superiority; 
more often than not it has referred to the attitude that humans consider 
themselves the most valuable species or created beings. This self-centered 
view is sometimes tempered by the admittance of its subjective nature.  
W. H. Murdy explains that “mankind is to be valued more highly than 
other things in nature – by man. By the same logic, spiders are to be valued 
more highly than other things in nature – by spiders.”27 The historically 
more prevalent anthropocentric attitude, however, is the one presenting 
humans’ centrality in the universe not simply as a relative idea or a mat-
ter of perspective; humans are often presented as the focal point of the 
physical creation in an absolute sense. If spiders were given words or  
reason, it would be argued, they would probably readily admit this.

27 W. H. Murdy, “Anthropocentrism: A Modern Version,” in Ethics and the Environment, 
eds. D. Schrer and T. Attig (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1983), 13.
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Humans’ superiority appears to be founded on self-evident facts. A 
number of characteristics supposedly account for our species’ uniqueness 
and presumably for its special status. According to the 1992 American 
Heritage Dictionary, for example, man is defined as “a member of the 
only extant species, Homo sapiens, distinguished by a highly developed 
brain, the capacity for abstract reasoning, and the ability to communi-
cate by means of organized speech and record information in a variety of 
symbolic systems.”

In Joan Dunayer’s opinion, however, this “self-congratulatory descrip-
tion” not only “exaggerates human uniqueness” but also is arbitrary. She 
asks, “why should this capacity [typically human type of language] be the 
criterion for superiority? Because it is the one that we possess?” Dunayer 
adds that “In the same self-serving and otherwise arbitrary manner, an 
individual might pronounce ‘I have great physical strength, so physical 
strength signifies superiority.’”28

Anthropocentric attitudes are perceivable also in selective and unin-
formed or misinformed comparisons between humans and other spe-
cies. Very often, such comparisons would contrast an idealized image of 
humans to a distorted image of other animals, which, in such contexts, 
would generally be lumped together in an indistinct group. Thus, humans 
would be portrayed as the only species capable of abstract reasoning, 
 having a conscience, free will, immortal soul, and so forth, whereas other 
species are granted no or little share of these skills and features, although 
such views can hardly be empirically verified. More importantly, there 
seems to be equally compelling reasons to qualify humans as the only 
species “distinguished by a highly developed narcissism [and] the capac-
ity for routine institutionalized cruelty.”29 Even by human standards, it 
is easy to see that intelligence has not always been a blessing, neither for 
our own species nor for the world around us.

In the case of Qur’anic exegesis, it is also possible to draw a distinc-
tion between casual and formal anthropocentrisms, both of which have 
affected the interpretation of Qur’anic animal themes. Casual anthropo-
centrism is generally the result of unexamined preconceptions about the 
world and seems to have unacknowledged cultural background to it. It 
is usually accompanied by the assumption that other animals’ dumbness 

28 Joan Dunayer, “Sexist Words, Speciesist Roots” in Animals and Women: Feminist 
Theoretical Explorations, eds. Carol J. Adams and Josephine Donovan (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1995), 21–2 (emphasis in original).

29 Ibid., 22.
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and inferiority to humans are a given. Despite this assumption, when 
the holders of this attitude encounter Qur’anic themes that point in 
the opposite direction, such as other animals’ possession of linguistic/
communicative faculties, they accept them without much questioning. 
Casual anthropocentrism is therefore able to tolerate conflicting views 
about other animals, on occasion considering them dumb creatures and 
asserting their inferiority to humans, and at other times accepting that 
there is more to them than what the human mind is familiar with or can 
rationalize.

Formal anthropocentrism, on the other hand, is a consciously elabo-
rated attitude that, taking for granted humans’ superiority to other earthly 
creatures, tries to account for this superiority using both scriptural and 
rational arguments. What is noticeable about the formally anthropocen-
tric exegete, especially from the medieval era, is the particular influence 
of Hellenistic thought on his views. One of the chief characteristics of 
Hellenism, Francis Peters explains, is a “speculative but rational” theol-
ogy about the nature of God and the universe.30 Hellenistic writers and 
those who were drawn to their intellectual approach placed great trust in 
the mind’s capability to comprehend and account for all phenomena in 
the world. Thus, the entire reality of the animal world, much like the real-
ity of almost everything else, is assumed to consist of what humans per-
ceive of them. If nonhuman animals do not have a language that humans 
can understand, it means they have no language. Thus, absence of evi-
dence becomes the equivalent of evidence of absence. As a consequence 
of this rational attitude, the Hellenized exegete, owing to the underly-
ing Aristotelian logic that upholds the laws of noncontradiction, is usu-
ally found to deny or at least play down the element of mystery and to 
be less tolerant of contradictory views. When confronted with Qur’anic 
passages that seem to attribute to other animals “mysterious” features 
(i.e., features that are not immediately perceivable through human senses 
and mind), the exegete who holds this type of anthropocentrism often 
attempts to explain them away one way or another.

The Great Chain of Being
A particular Hellenistic legacy that had an especially important impact 
on the perception of other animals’ nature and the definition of their sta-
tus in certain Islamic intellectual circles is the notion of the Great Chain 

30 Francis. E. Peters, The Children of Abraham: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (Princeton 
and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2006, New ed.), 18.
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of Being. This conception holds that the universe is arranged in a hierar-
chical order “from the meagerest kind of existents, which barely escape 
nonexistence, through ‘every possible’ grade up to . . . the highest possi-
ble kind of creature.”31 Three principles make up the fundamental com-
ponents of this concept: plenitude, continuity, and gradation. Plenitude 
denotes that the universe is utterly full, containing the utmost conceivable 
variety of beings from the highest to the lowest. Continuity implies that 
beings on this chain represent a continuum where features of one being 
or class of beings shade-off into the next. In accordance with this princi-
ple, each being on the chain is seen as sharing one or more attributes with 
its neighbors on both its lower and upper sides. Gradation refers to the 
fact that beings on this chain are arranged in a unilinear order accord-
ing to “their degree of perfection.”32 As a consequence of this feature, 
any difference “of kind is treated as necessarily equivalent to difference 
of excellence, to diversity of rank in a hierarchy.”33 Another fundamen-
tal characteristic of the chain is its deeply entrenched determinism. Each 
being has its fixed place on it, determined by its degree of perfection, thus 
resulting in the fact that beings are generally banned from either upward 
or downward mobility.

The three components of this concept find their roots in both Plato’s 
and Aristotle’s thoughts. The principle of plenitude is traceable back to 
Plato, who put forward the idea that the world must contain “all possi-
ble beings” because the “‘best soul’ could begrudge existence to nothing 
that could conceivably possess it.”34 Continuity and gradation, on the 
other hand, are mainly the outcome of Aristotle’s work. Although, as 
Arthur Lovejoy explains, Aristotle did not hold that “all organisms can 
be arranged in one ascending sequence of forms,” and apparently saw 
that “a creature which may be considered ‘superior’ to another in respect 
to one type of character may be inferior to it in respect to another,” it 
is still believed that “it was he who chiefly suggested to naturalists and 
philosophers of later times the idea of arranging (at least) all animals in a 
single graded scala naturae according to their degree of ‘perfection.’”35

Despite the important roles that both Aristotle and Plato played 
in providing the main ingredients of this worldview, the chain itself is 

31 Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1966), 59.

32 Ibid., 58.
33 Ibid., 64.
34 Ibid., 50 (emphasis in the original).
35 Ibid., 58.
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mostly the work of Plotinus. Indeed, the latter organized the above ele-
ments into “a coherent general scheme of things”36 and passed it down 
to later generations of thinkers. This notion was destined to have a long 
and thriving life in the West. Lovejoy maintains that it has been “one 
of the half-dozen most potent and persistent presuppositions in Western 
thought,” and “until not much more than a century ago, probably the 
most widely familiar conception of the general scheme of things.”37 The 
far-reaching impact of this idea permeated a large number of scholarly 
fields, including literature, philosophy, theology, science, and metaphys-
ics, and along with other Hellenistic legacies, extended to the entire fam-
ily of Abrahamic traditions.

Hierarchy and egalitarianism
Hierarchy and egalitarianism, whether at the cosmic or the more lim-
ited levels of human society, are issues with which human civilizations 
in general – and not only the ancient Greeks – have grappled. Although 
engagement with this topic has been an ongoing preoccupation for the 
human mind, not all human societies have come up with the same answer 
as to which system intrinsically reflects the state of things or at least is an 
ideal to be sought. As we have seen earlier, Neoplatonism not only views 
the entire cosmos as arranged in a hierarchical order, but also regards 
this hierarchy as an ideal system because it allows for the existence of the 
best possible world. Similarly, traditions originating in the Indian sub-
continent portray the world as a hierarchical structure, albeit one that 
resembles a ladder rather than a chain, because beings in it generally are 
capable of upward mobility and are not safe from downfalls.

By contrast, at least in the human social sphere, monotheistic religions 
are presented as having “a certain egalitarian element,” which entails that 
“in principle, at least, [these] religions treat their adherents as brothers, 
regardless of the difference in their origins.”38 This egalitarianism has 
neither been translated nor is it necessarily translatable into social justice 
and equality, not even into promoting egalitarian ideals. Often, in fact, it 
is limited to the “conviction that human beings are equal in the sight of 
God.”39 The attainment of true and ultimate justice is deferred to the next 
world. Nonetheless, the mere possibility of this egalitarian orientation has 

36 Ibid., 61.
37 Ibid., vii (emphasis in the original).
38 Louise Marlow, Hierarchy and Egalitarianism in Islamic Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1997), 2.
39 Ibid.
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served to counter the influence of hierarchical ideals and provided a basis 
for occasional contestation of the prevalent hierarchical systems and val-
ues within the human sphere. Therefore, even if this “egalitarian element” 
falls short of abolishing social hierarchy or diminishing its appeal, it still 
remains an important factor in the general interplay between egalitarian 
and hierarchical tendencies.

Even though this egalitarian orientation is characteristic of the three 
Abrahamic traditions, it is much more manifest in the youngest of the 
three. “Islam,” Louise Marlow writes, “is probably the most uncom-
promising of the world’s religions in its insistence on the equality of all 
believers before God.”40 Naturally, social stratification and hierarchical 
consciousness were and still are part of the Islamic social reality, as they 
were of other civilizations. Nonetheless, “in an Islamic context,” Marlow 
notes, “they take on somewhat different forms, partly . . . because the 
Islamic religious tradition could not be used easily to support the prin-
ciple of hierarchy.”41 This has hence created “moral difficulties” for the 
“élite who benefited from hierarchical forms of social organization in the 
Islamic world.”42

Combined with Arab tribalism and with Muslims’ early political suc-
cess, Islamic egalitarianism, indeed, had “strong social implications” in this 
religion’s early history. “Arab monotheists,” Marlow notes, “even those 
of lowly origins, became to a substantial degree equal members of a new 
 polity.”43 However, even if the Islamic ethos continued to play a role in 
“the partial softening of social boundaries,” which characterized the sed-
entary premodern societies that became part of the Muslim world,44 this 
egalitarian impulse was gradually watered down.45 Although a number of 
factors have contributed to this situation, Marlow argues that it is mostly a 
result of Iranian social models and hierarchical ideals that the Islamic tra-
dition became increasingly hierarchical. These models and ideals, Marlow 
explains, “proved at once to be embedded deeply enough to withstand 
the defeat of the political order that had provided its context, and flexible 
enough to find a respected place in the polity that replaced it.”46

40 Ibid., xi.
41 Ibid., 10.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid., 6.
44 Ibid., 6.
45 For more on this point, especially the role played by the ʿulama<ʾ in this process, see the 

second part of Marlow’s Hierarchy and Egalitarianism, 93–177.
46 Ibid., 90.
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Whether or not this egalitarian orientation in Islam extends to other 
beings is a more complex question. Beyond the human sphere, profound 
intellectual discussions about other beings’ status in Islamic tradition 
extended mainly to angels, about whom there are different positions as 
to whether or not they are more perfect than human beings, whereas the 
inferiority of nonhuman earthly animals probably seemed too obvious to 
require any justification. In the case of angels, the two main criteria taken 
into consideration in the evaluation of their status are moral excellence 
(which corresponds to total obedience to God),and natural predisposi-
tion (which roughly consists of inability to sin). Because the vast majority 
of, or all, angels are considered to be obedient to God, there is generally 
no significant contestation of their moral excellence. However, whether 
or not this quality carries much weight in the comparison between them 
and humans is affected by the second criterion. The fact that angels are 
supposedly created with a natural disposition to obey God tends to lift 
their status in some views (because thanks to this feature they remain 
sinless, unlike the vast majority of, or even all, humanity) and to lower 
it in others (because, unlike humans, they do not need to struggle to 
attain this spiritual excellence).47 What is notable about these two crite-
ria is that, from an Islamic perspective, they apply to nonhuman earthly 
animals as well, because they also are considered obedient to God, and 
generally endowed with the same predisposition to be in this state of obe-
dience. Despite this, discussions of the status of nonhuman animals seem 
to center more around the element of rationality than that of morality or 
obedience to God.

The exegetes

The four exegetes who have been selected for this study, al-Tabarı (d. 
310/923), al-Ra<zı (d. 606/1210), al-Qurtubı (d. 671/1273), and ibn 
Kathır (d. 774/1373), not only offer the advantage of being situated at 
various positions of the maʾthūr versus raʾy spectrum, hence to an extent 
representing its full range, but also are generally acknowledged as the 
authors of landmark works in Qur’anic exegesis. Despite certain debates 
surrounding aspects of the works of some of them, particularly al-Ra<zı 

47 For more on this point, see Fehmi Jadaane, “La place des anges dans la théologie 
 cosmique musulmane,” Studia Isalmica, 41 (1975): 58–60; see also Lutpi Ibrahim, 
“The Question of the Superiority of Angels and Prophets Between az-Zamakhsharı  and 
al-Bayd a <wı ,” Arabica, 28, 1 (Feb., 1981): 65–75.
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and ibn Kathır, all of them are squarely within the orthodox Sunnı tra-
dition, and their works continue to enjoy great recognition up to the 
present day. Ibn Kathır, whose Tafsır al-Qur’an al-ʿazım is considered a 
prime example of the maʾthūr approach, comes at one end of our spec-
trum, whereas the opposite end is occupied by al-Ra<zı. Both al-Tabarı’s 
and al-Qurtubı’s works lie between the two, with al-Tabarı leaning more 
toward the maʾthūr end of the spectrum, and al-Qurtubı, toward the  
raʾy end.

Al-Tabarı<

Abū Jaʿfar ibn Jarır al-Tabarı was born toward the end of 224 or the 
beginning of 225/839 in Amul, Tabarista<n. After touring many Islamic 
cities in search of knowledge, he finally settled in Baghdad, where he 
remained fully dedicated to scholarship till the end of his life. His Qur’an 
commentary Ja<miʿ al-baya<n ʿan taʾwıl a<y al-Qur’an (The Comprehensive 
Clarification of the Interpretation of the Verses of the Qur’an) was and 
continues to be one of his most acclaimed works in general and one of the 
most illustrious works in Qur’anic exegesis in particular. It earned its dis-
tinguished reputation mainly because the author’s painstaking efforts to 
compile, sift, and evaluate the Qur’an commentaries of his predecessors 
and for being “the first to combine fully the various formative stages or 
elements of Muslim exegesis,” hence “yielding a precious mine of infor-
mation” to his contemporaries and subsequent generations down to our 
own times.48 One of the particularly admired features of this commen-
tary is that although the author “makes known his opinion” about the 
carefully selected exegetical material that he cites, “he does not censor 
opposing views.”49 Furthermore, the author’s versatility in so many fields 
of Islamic knowledge contributed greatly to the quality of this work.

Fakhr al-D ı<n al-Ra<zı<

A native of Rayy, al-Ra<zı was born in the year 543/1149 or 544/1150. His 
father, himself a scholar, introduced him to the two disciplines of Sha<fiʿı 
fiqh and Ashʿarı kala<m. Furthermore, al-Ra<zı studied Islamic philosophy 

48  Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾa<n, s.v. “Exegesis of the Qur’an: Classical and Medieval,” (by 
Claude Gilliot).

49 Peter Heath, “Creative Hermeneutics: A Comparative Analysis of Three Islamic 
Approaches,” Arabica, 36, 2 (July 1989): 186.
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(al-hikma), and his writings indicate that he was conversant with many 
other disciplines, including medicine, geometry, and rhetoric.50 Many of 
al-Ra<zı’s biographers portray him as a prodigy whose genius has often 
inspired wonder.51 Although it has been maintained that al-Ra<zı used his 
genius and skills largely to refute, among other things, the arguments of 
falsafa (Hellenistic philosophy with a Neoplatonic filter) and Muʿtazilı 
kala<m and to reinforce the doctrines of the mainstream Sunnı tradition,52 
his writings, Ayman Shihadeh argues, indicate that he evolved from strictly 
classical Ashʿarism in style and content to embracing “wholeheartedly . . . 
the growing eclecticism of his milieu, and start[ing] to write works on 
falsafa, logic, and medicine.”53

Like its author, al-Ra<zı’s tafsır, Mafa<tıh al-ghayb (Keys of the Unseen) 
or al-Tafsır al-kabır (The Great Tafsır), has been the subject of controversy. 
Al-Ra<zı wrote it toward the end of his life, between the years 595/1199 
and 603/1207,54 at the peak of his intellectual, specifically philosoph-
ical, maturity.55 Ibn Taymiyya is reported to have said that this work 
contains everything but tafsır, to which the Qa<dı al-Quda<t Abū al-Hasan 
ʿAlı al-Subkı (d. 756/1355) objected, saying that it contained “everything 
in addition to tafsır.”56 Al-Ra<zı does not break with the pre-existing exe-
getical tradition, ibn Taymiyya’s criticism to the contrary notwithstand-
ing. Although, as Norman Calder rightly notes, he “has brought into the 
[exegetical] game . . . the philosophico-mystical discipline, derived from 
Avicenna, and marked in this work not only by its specific arguments but 
by the citation of authorities who scarcely belong within the tradition of 
tafsır, [such as] Ghaza<lı and Avicenna,” his processes of knowledge are 

50 Jama<l al-Dın Abū al-Hasan ʿAlı Al-Qiftı, Ta<ʾrıkh al-Hukama<ʾ (Cairo: Muʾassasat 
al-Kha<njı), 291–2.

51 See for example Sala<h al-Dın ibn Aybak al-Safadı, al-Wa<fı bi-al-wafaya<t (Beirut: Da<r 
Ihya<ʾ al-Tura<th al-ʿArabı, 2000), 4: 175–82; Ta<j al-Dın al-Subkı, Tabaqa<t al-sha<fiʿiyya 
al-kubra< (Cairo: Matbaʿat ʿĪsa< al-Ba<bı al-Halabı wa Shuraka<ʾuh, 1964), 8: 81–6; see also 
Giuseppe Gabrieli, “Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” Isis, 7, 1 (1925): 9.

52 Al-Safadı, al-Wa<fı bi-al-wafaya<t, 4: 177. Al-Safadı writes that al-Ra<zı “shook the 
[fala<sifa’s] foundations (zalzala qawa<ʿidahum).”

53 Ayman Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Dın al-Ra<zı (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 
2006), 6–7.

54 Although there are reports that al-Ra<zı did not complete this tafsır and that it was 
completed by one of his disciples, Shihadeh maintains that these reports seem to be 
unfounded. Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics, 10.

55 Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics, 10.
56 Al-Safadı, al-Wa<fı, 4: 179. Ibn Taymiyya’s critical stand is hardly surprising, as al-Ra<zı’s 

tafsır is considered a prime example of al-tafsır bi-al-raʾy, which the Hanbalı scholar 
challenges seriously.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Exegesis, Relevant Notions, and Exegetes 61

still traditional.57 Al-Ra<zı’s “reading, like that of other mainstream exe-
getes, is embedded in the [Qur’anic] text through the discovery of gram-
matical, lexical, or narrative devices, transparent to the tradition.”58 This, 
however, does not negate the fact that he was a theologian “with a highly 
specific message” and that he was “more intent on the message than on 
listening to the tradition or even to the [Qur’anic] text.”59 Thus, although 
al-Ra<zı clearly venerates the divine scripture and on occasion does not 
hesitate to admit his inability to understand or to account for certain 
enigmas in it,60 one of his main objectives in writing his tafsır is still to 
demonstrate the compatibility of reason (as understood in Hellenized, 
especially Neoplatonic thought) and revelation. The former is often given 
precedence over the latter.61

Like other students of Hellenism, al-Ra<zı accepts the concept of the 
Chain of Being as a valid worldview. In his opinion, “the human soul and 
body are the most superior (ashraf) of all other souls and bodies in the 
sub-lunar sphere (al-ʿa<lam al-suflı).”62 What accounts for the superiority 
of the human soul is that, in addition to possessing the three vegetative 
powers (i.e., nutrition, growth, and generation) and the two additional 
animal powers (feeling and self-propulsion), the human soul is the only 
one that has the rational power that “comprehends the reality of things 
and in it is manifested the light of divine knowledge.” As for the superi-
ority of the human body, al-Ra<zı cites a number of opinions encountered 
in different types of Islamic writings, such as the ability to eat with one’s 
hands; the superior quality of human food; the ability to express oneself 
lucidly whether through spoken, written, or sign language; and cumula-
tive knowledge.

Al-Qurtubı<

Little is known about the life of Abū ʿAbd Allah Muhammad ibn 
Ahmad al-Qurtubı. As his name indicates, he is a native of Cordoba, the 
Andalusian capital, which fell to the Christian conquest (633/1236) dur-
ing his lifetime. Al-Qurtubı lived in his homeland at least until 627/1230, 

57 Calder, “Tafsır from Tabarı to Ibn Kathır,” 114.
58 Ibid.
59 Ibid.
60 Fakhr al-Dın al-Ra<zı, Mafa<tıh al-Ghayb (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2000), 3: 98.
61 For more on this point, see P. Heath’s discussion of ibn Sına< and other philosophers’ 

approach to revelation (Heath, “Creative Hermeneutics,” 192–4).
62 Al-Ra<zı, Mafa<tıh al-ghayb, 21: 10–11.
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the year in which his father was killed.63 During this time he studied a 
number of Islamic disciplines, including Arabic language and grammar, 
Ma<likı fiqh, and Hadıth. His writings, as his biographers often note, are 
clear evidence of his extensive knowledge and great talent.64 Because of 
political turmoil, he left the Iberian Peninsula and settled in Munyat Banı 
Khasıb in Upper Egypt, where he dedicated his life to scholarship and 
acts of devotion (ʿiba<da) until he died in the year 671/1272. In addition 
to being a distinguished scholar, al-Qurtubı is also remembered for his 
profound piety and ascetic lifestyle.

Al-Qurtubı’s biographers also emphasize the unique worth of his com-
mentary, al-Ja<miʿ li-ahka<m al-Qurʾa<n wa-al-mubayyin li-ma< tadammana 
min al-sunna wa-a<ya<t al-furqa<n, which, as Calder notes, “has some claim 
to being the most complete fulfillment of [the] possibilities [of the tafsır 
genre].”65 Al-Qurtubı’s genius, Calder explains,

lies in his presentation of past authorities, his embracing of polyvalent read-
ings, his playing across the disciplines . . . and his even-handed sensitivity to all 
the scholastic disciplines (except tasawwuf . . .). In all formal respects, Qurtubı 
belongs firmly within the tradition initiated and defined by Tabarı; his artistry, 
however, is measurably greater. Less measurable is the sense of playfulness, or 
irony, which can be detected in his work and is perhaps product of the security 
that comes from working in an established discipline, fully mastered. It is in these 
senses that one might claim for his tafsır that it is the most complete fulfillment 
of the possibilities of the tradition.66

Unlike al-Ra<zı and many other exegetes, al-Qurtubı is credited with 
(and often praised for) being thoroughly in tune with the Qur’anic mes-
sage. His methodology, which he lays out in the introduction to his 
tafsır, consists of a combination of maʾthūr (tradition-based) and raʾy 
(opinion-based) approaches. Like al-Tabarı, al-Qurtubı disapproves of 
“irresponsible” opinion-based exegesis, in which the word raʾy becomes 
synonymous with the word hawa< (whim), and encourages responsible 
use of raʾy, which follows the rules and foundations laid down by genera-
tions of previous Muslim exegetes and scholars.67

Al-Qurtubı’s tafsır belongs also to the subgenre of legal exegesis, 
usually indicated by the word ahka<m figuring in the title. Like other 

63 Al-Qurtubı, al-Ja<miʿ li-ahka<m al-Qurʾa<n (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2000), 4: 272.
64 For example, see Shams al-Dın al-Dhahabı, Ta<rıkh al-isla<m wa-wafa<ya<t al-masha<hı r 

wa-al-aʿya<n (Beirut: Da<r al-Kita<b al-ʿArabı, 1990, 2nd ed.), 50: 75; al-Safadı, al-Wa<fı 
bi-al-wafaya<t, 2: 87.

65 Calder, “Tafsır from Tabarı to Ibn Kathır,” 109.
66 Ibid., 109–10.
67 Al-Qurtubı, al-Ja<miʿ li-ahka<m al-Qur’an, 1: 32–3.
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representatives of this genre, such as the works of the Hanafı scholar’s 
al-Jassa<s (d. 370/981) and the Ma<likı judge ibn al-ʿArabı (d. 543/1148), 
al-Qurtubı not only endeavors to interpret the divine scripture but also 
“to demonstrate that the body of Islamic law may be derived in the first 
instance from the Qur’an.”68 This emphasis on legal matters is manifest in 
al-Qurtubı’s discussion of the Qur’anic animal themes, as we will see.

Ibn KathI r

Isma<ʿıl ibn ʿUmar ibn Kathır was born in 700/1300 or 701/1301 and 
lived most of his life in Damascus, which under Mamlūk rule had devel-
oped into one of the most dynamic intellectual and religious centers in 
the Islamic world. Ibn Kathır was proficient in Hadıth, qira<ʾa<t (Qur’anic 
readings), fiqh (jurisprudence), and Arabic lexicography. He counted 
among his teachers Taqı al-Dın ibn Taymiyya, who had a particularly 
important impact on his intellectual growth.

Ibn Kathı r’s tafsı r is an attempt to apply the hermeneutical theory 
of his teacher, ibn Taymiyya, to Qur’anic exegesis. His introduction, in 
which he lays down the major guidelines of his exegetical methodology, 
consists simply of a wholesale appropriation of ibn Taymiyya’s discus-
sion of this topic.69 Therefore, for him, exactly as it is for ibn Taymiyya, 
opinion-based exegesis is simply “prohibited” (h ara <m), and the only 
interpretation of the Qur’an that is permitted is one that is maʾthūr-
based, in which only the four sources cited earlier (i.e. the Qur’an, the 
H adı th, the Prophet’s companions, and the ta <biʿūn) can speak reliably 
about the Qur’an.

Although in certain respects ibn Kathır’s Tafsır al-Qur’an al-ʿazım could 
be considered the antithesis of al-Ra<zı’s Mafa<tıh al-ghayb, it has been the 
subject of the same conflicting opinions and even similar criticisms. Henri 
Laoust considers it to be “essentially a philological work,” and “very ele-
mentary” in style,70 to which Jane McAuliffe objects, saying that this tafsır 
“could more appropriately be characterized as the conscious and careful 
application of a well-developed hermeneutical theory.”71 In the same way 
that Calder criticizes al-Ra<zı for not “being even-handed in his sensitivity 

68 EI2, s.v. “Tafsır” (by Andrew Rippin).
69 Ibn Kathır, Tafsır al-Qur’an al-ʿazım (Cairo: Mu’assasat Qurtuba, 2000), 1: 6–19; ibn 

Taymiyya, Muqaddima fı usūl al-tafsır, 93–115; Taqı al-Dın ibn Taymiyya, al-Tafsır 
al-kabır (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1988), 2: 37–87.

70 EI2, s.v. “Ibn Kathır,” (by Laoust).
71 Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Qur’anic Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Modern 

Exegesis (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 75.
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to the scholastic disciplines,”72 he also notes that ibn Kathır is “not even-
handed in respect to the Islamic sciences, markedly preferring the dogmatic 
agenda over narrative.”73 Polyvalent readings, one of the chief character-
istics of the tafsır genre, are considerably reduced in Mafa<tih al-ghayb 
as they are in Tafsır al-Qurʾa<n al-ʿazım. The reason, Calder explains, is 
that both al-Ra<zı and ibn Kathır “in different ways, were theologians with 
a highly specific message, more intent on the message than on listening 
to the tradition or even to the text.”74 Calder goes so far as to describe 
ibn Kathır as having “little respect for the intellectual tradition of Islam 
as expressed in the literature of tafsır, or indeed in any of the scholastic 
disciplines,”75 and for “retrospectively cast[ing] the whole tradition into 
the shade of al-tafsır bi’l-raʾy.”76 However, ibn Kathır’s exegetical views, 
like those of his teacher ibn Taymiyya, can be better understood in their 
historical context. In McAuliffe’s opinion, this tafsır “bears fitting testi-
mony to a period in Islamic history that was conservative in the positive 
sense of the term–an era that sought to identify and preserve the best 
of its received tradition.”77 Even Calder admits that “polyvalent readings 
implied the danger of a tradition grown unmanageably large,” hence, lead-
ing to the opposite tendency of developing “[f]actors of choice, preference 
and scholarly or dogmatic exclusion,” which eventually led to works that 
are “firmly monovalent,” such as the Tafsır al-Jala<layn.78

Analysis of these exegetes’ discussion of Qur’anic animal themes, I hope, 
will allow us to obtain a better understanding of their work and their 
methodologies. Although advocates of the maʾthūr-based approach claim 
to have developed more effective techniques in the field of Qur’anic exege-
sis, deeper insights on Qur’anic animal themes, in my view, were reached 
by al-Qurtubı and al-Ra<zı, the two of the four exegetes who lean more 
toward the raʾy-based approach. By asking thought-provoking questions 
and engaging with certain Qur’anic animal themes in considerable depth, 
these two exegetes raised some remarkable questions, even if – because 
of the complexity of the topic – they were perhaps unable to offer fully 
satisfying answers. More will be said about these exegetes’ approaches to 
Qur’anic animal themes toward the end of the fourth chapter.

72 Calder, “Tafsır from Tabarı to Ibn Kathır,” 111.
73 Ibid., 124.
74 Ibid., 127–8.
75 Ibid., 120.
76 Ibid., 130.
77 McAuliffe, Qurʾänic Christians, 76.
78 I.e., the tafsır authored by Jala<l al-Dın al-Mahallı (d. 864/1459) and Jala<l al-Dın al-Suyūtı 

(d. 911/1505). Calder, “Tafsır from Tabarı to Ibn Kathır,” 104.
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Part II

AnimAls in the Qur’An

The Qur’an

the Qur’an has been described as the “most self-referential holy text 
known in the history of world religion.”1 Among its numerous “self-
 declarations,” this text describes itself as a “Book/scripture” (Kita<b)2 
and a “recitation” (Qurʾa<n) that God “sent down” to his Prophet 
muhammad in order to “bring forth humankind from darkness unto 
light” (14/ibra<hım: 1) and with the hope that humans “may ponder its 
revelations, and that people of understanding may reflect” (38/sa<d: 30). 
the concept of tanzıl or inza<l (sending down), muhammad Abdel haleem 
explains, announces that “the origin of the Qur’an is from above and that 
muhammad is merely a recipient.”3 therefore, the Qur’an presents itself 
(and consequently is looked upon by muslims) as the literal word of 
God. Additionally, the Qur’an informs us of its nature or function clearly 
as “guidance” and identifies humankind as its target audience (hudan  
li-al-na<s, 2/al-Baqara: 185).

Being God’s word, the Qur’an presents itself as proceeding from divine 
omniscience. God is “Knower of all things” and his knowledge encom-
passes “whatsoever is in the heavens and whatsoever is in the earth”  

1 stefan Wild, “We have sent down to thee the book with the truth…” “spatial and tem-
poral implications of the Qur’anic concepts of nuzūl, tanzıl and inza<l,” in The Qur’an as 
text, ed. s. Wild (leiden: Brill, 1996), 140.

2 For a discussion of the notion of the Qur’an as a Book or a scripture, see Daniel A. 
madigan, The Qurʾa<n’s Self-Image: Writing and Authority in Islam’s Scripture (Princeton, 
Oxford: Princeton university Press, 2001).

3 muhammad Abdel haleem, Understanding the Qur’an: Themes and Style (london, new 
York: i. B. tauris Publishers, 1999), 3.
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(5/al-ma<ʾida: 97). “With him are the keys of the invisible. none but 
he knows them. And he knows what is in the land and the sea. not a 
leaf falls but he knows it, not a grain amid the darkness of the earth, 
naught of wet or dry but (it is noted) in a clear record” (6/al-Anʿa<m: 59). 
therefore, God’s knowledge is at once all-inclusive and infinitely detailed. 
the Qur’an also says, “And there is not a da<bba [animal] in the earth but 
the sustenance thereof depends on God. he knows its habitation and 
its repository. All is in a clear record” (11/hūd: 6). the Qur’an speaks 
authoritatively about many things that are hidden from or unknown to 
humans, including certain things that occur in other animals’ minds or 
certain aspects of other animals’ behavior that are not evident to humans. 
in contrast with God’s full and comprehensive knowledge, humans are 
told that “Of knowledge you have been given but a little” (17/al-isra<ʾ: 85). 
it is worth noting also that, although in some contexts the Qur’an limits 
itself to the discussion of what is accessible to humans, or even to the 
more restricted audience of Arabians, in others it proceeds to lift the veil 
from the world of the unseen to reveal some aspects of it to humans.

Nonhuman animals of Arabia

the Qur’an was revealed more than fourteen centuries ago to muhammad, 
who lived in the Arabian Peninsula. the fauna of this area are believed 
to have “scarcely changed since pre-islamic times, except for the disap-
pearance of the lion which occurred long ago, and the more recent dis-
appearance of the ostrich.”4 the Qur’an does not refer to every species 
that existed in Arabia at the time of its revelation, but with the exception 
of the elephant, all of its land animals belong to the Arabian habitat. the 
reason why the elephant features among Qur’anic animals is that it was 
seen in mecca a few decades before the advent of islam (in the year of the 
Prophet’s birth according to a number of traditions) as part of an attack 
waged against its holy shrine, the Kaʿba, an event to which the Qur’an 
dedicates a short sura.5 Additionally, although the Qur’an discusses hunt-
ing and contains a few references to wild animals and sea animals, its 
lenses are mostly focused on species that humans can see more regularly, 
such as domestic animals, birds, and certain insects.

4 EI2, s.v. “Hayawa<n.” harrison notes also that the onager has vanished from the Arabian 
scene, and the Oryx and the Cheetah are dwindling. David l. harrison, The Mammals of 
Arabia (london: ernest Benn limited, 1964), 1: 13.

5 For the Prophet’s birth date, see martin lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest 
Sources (rochester, Vt: inner traditions international, 1983), 21; see also, al-safadı, 
al-Wa<fı, 1: 63.
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As pre-islamic poetry and archeological findings indicate,6 pride of 
place among Arabian fauna is given to the camel, the attributes of which 

Map 1 Animals of the Arabian region

6 A. r. al-Ansary, Qaryat al-Fau: A Portrait of Pre-Islamic Civilisation in Saudi Arabia 
(riyadh: university of riyadh; new York: st. martin’s Press, 1982), 106, 110, 132–3, 143.
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are “perfectly adapted to the conditions of life in hot deserts.”7 this ani-
mal species has played a key role in the lives of Bedouins, providing them 
with milk, meat, hides, wool, and fuel (obtained from camels’ dung).8 
Camels were also the principal means of transportation in the Peninsula 
as they were “preeminently suitable for journeys across long stretches 
of desert.”9 in addition to camels, Arabians also kept sheep, goats, and 
cattle, mainly for their milk, fleece, meat, and skins.10 Furthermore, by the 
time of the advent of islam, horses had been part of the Arabian fauna for 
about a century. they were reared mainly “in the zone of steppe vegeta-
tion, such as that part of nadjd watered by the Wa<dı ’l-rumah,” because 
unlike camels, they were not tolerant of the generally arid desert envi-
ronment.11 Arabians also raised donkeys, which were “used for riding, 
drawing water, and as pack animals in the mountains, where their sure-
footedness makes them more reliable than camels.”12

Arabian wild life included a large number of species, many of which 
caught the attention of pre-islamic poets. however, the Qur’an mentions 
only a few of them. Among desert wild animals, the oryx (maha<t) and 
the onager (hima<r al-wahsh) are among the most frequently mentioned 
in pre-islamic poetry, particularly in hunting scenes. James montgomery 
points out that in onager similes “the poets often stress that the indigent 
hunter has a starving family to feed,” whereas the “oryx is hunted for its 
palatable flesh, which is a much prized delicacy, as well as for its pelt, 
which can be put to a number of uses.”13 likewise, the antelope (ghaza<l) 
enjoyed a favorable presentation in Arabic poetry and suffered the same 
fate as the oryx and the onager, because it was a “highly prized game 
alike for the nomad in search of sustenance and the prince whose main 
pastime was hunting.”14 Arabian wild life also included many smaller 
animals, such as the fox (thaʿlab), hare (arnab), and hedgehog (qunfud). 
none of these, however, figure in the Qur’an. the only wild species that 
are mentioned in it are apes (qirada), the lion (qaswara), and wolf (dhiʾb), 
in addition to a general reference to beasts of prey (sabuʿ). 

7 EI2, s.v. “Ibil.”
8 EI2, s.v. “Djazırat al-ʿArab.”
9 EI2, s.v. “Ibil.”

10 EI2, s.v. “Djazırat al-ʿArab.”
11 EI2, s.v. “Khayl.”
12 EI2, s.v. “Djazırat al-ʿArab.”
13 James e. montgomery, The Vagaries of the Qasıda: The Tradition and Practice of Early 

Arabic Poetry (Cambridge: e.J.W. Gibb memorial trust, 1997), 116.
14 EI2, s.v. “Ghaza<l.”
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unlike wild animals, insects enjoy a relatively high representation in the 
Qur’an, as out of the thirty earthly species that are mentioned in this scrip-
ture, nine belong to this class of animals. however, as is the case with other 
species, the insects represented are those that are well known to humans from 
daily life in Arabia, such as ants, flies, spiders, locusts, bees, and gnats.

Although some of the nonhuman animals that appear in pre-islamic 
poetry are also encountered in the Qur’an, animal themes in the latter 
bear little similarity to those in the former. For example, in its treatment 
of the camel (which, judging by the number of times and the different 
ways it is referred to, is the second most important earthly animal in the 
Qur’an, preceded only by humans), the Qur’an discusses it in particu-
lar among the graces that God has bestowed on humans/Arabians and 
therefore stresses the practical usability of this animal species. When 
drawing attention to the camel itself, the Qur’an simply invites humans 
to ponder its creation without indulging in lengthy descriptions as one 
finds, for example, in t arafa ibn al-ʿAbd’s muʿallaqa in which dozens of 
verses are dedicated to the description of his she-camel and in numerous 
other poems. Furthermore, nonhuman animals are often given a sym-
bolic function in pre-islamic poetry. For example, montgomery notices 
how “[i]n tribal or self-vaunting verse, the noble oryx is emblematic of 
the poet and his tribe.”15 this does not mean that the oryx itself is not 
given close attention. the poems discussed by montgomery show that 
the poet is very attentive to different aspects of the oryx’s characteristics 
and behavior, however, what interests the poet most about this animal is 
the parallel between it and the poet himself or his tribe. such symbolic 
treatment of nonhuman animals is not encountered in the Qur’an. On 
the other hand, animals as recipients of God’s attention and graces and 
as signs of creation, which are important animal themes in the Qur’an, 
are not found in pre-islamic poetry. Perhaps the only noteworthy simi-
larity between the Qur’an and pre-islamic poetry in their treatment of 
nonhuman animals is their usage in similes, however even in this case, 
the parallel is only partial. Whereas pre-islamic poetry uses similes for 
artistic purposes, aiming at the exaggeration or embellishment of certain 
characteristics of the described animals, the Qur’an uses this literary 
technique to communicate certain human behaviors in a concise, yet 
vivid manner.16

15 montgomery, Vagaries, 161.
16 For similes in pre-islamic poetry, see montgomery, Vagaries, 114; for similes in the 

Qur’an, see for example 74/al-muddaththir: 50–1.
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Qur’anic animal themes

A number of animal themes in the Qur’an lend themselves to interpreta-
tions implying humans’ special status. the most important of these is the 
recurrent theme of taskhır (usually translated as “subjugation”) of certain 
animals and, more generally, of all creatures to humans. Furthermore, 
the Qur’an states that everything God has created is for humankind (2/
al-Baqara: 29), which, at least on a surface level, seems to exhibit an 
anthropocentric outlook. likewise, it unambiguously permits humans to 
hunt (certain) animals and to consume the meat of a certain number of 
animal species. it also allows humans to use some nonhuman animals in 
other ways, all of which point to these animals’ servility to humans and 
presumably to their lower status. the phenomenon of maskh, the meta-
morphosis of some humans into certain nonhuman species as a means of 
punishment (2/al-Baqara: 65; 5/al-ma<ʾida: 60; 7/al-Aʿra<f: 166), can lead 
to the same conclusion. Because the process of being metamorphosed 
into a given species is considered a punishment, this seems to argue for 
the lower status of that species. Additionally, the Qur’an appears to por-
tray certain animals (anʿa<m) as being somehow led astray (7/al-Aʿra<f: 
179; 25/al-Furqa<n: 44; 47/muhammad: 12). Although this feature does 
not place this animal category below the humans to whom they are com-
pared, it still seems to impair the status of these animal species. Although 
on a surface level these themes may denote an anthropocentric outlook, 
upon scrutiny it becomes clear that they lend themselves to multiple 
interpretations, some of which are non-anthropocentric. interpretations 
of these themes in a way that lifts the status of humans above that of the 
nonhuman animals in question are warranted; however, they only repre-
sent some among several other possible interpretations. in fact, in the 
light of the remaining Qur’anic animal themes, which clearly highlight 
the value of other animals and portray them as better than most humans, 
the interpretation of these themes in a manner that depreciates nonhu-
man animals becomes less plausible.

the importance of nonhuman animals and all beings beyond the 
human species in the Qur’an can be attested in different ways. in Alma 
Giese’s opinion, “es gibt wohl keine heilige schrift – ausgenommen viel-
leicht die upanishaden und das tao te King – die so ausführlich über die 
natur und ihre verschiedenen erscheinungen spricht wie der Koran.”17 in 

17 Alma Giese, “Betrachtungen zur seele der tiere im islamischen mittelalter,” in Die Seele 
der Tiere (Wiesbaden : harrassowitz, 2001), 112.
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fact, if numbers have any significance, it is worth pointing out that, with-
out counting the so-called rational species, 7 out of 114 suras in this text 
are titled after animals, including the longest one, al-Baqara (the Cow). 
to the number six,18 which is usually given for the suras titled after ani-
mals,19 a seventh can be added, which is al-ʿAdiya<t, 100 (the galloping or 
running ones, i.e., horses or camels), as it refers to one of two nonhuman 
animal species. it should be noted, however, that both numbers are prob-
lematic in that they reflect modern/western meanings of the word ani-
mal (i.e., nonhuman animal), not what the Qur’an and medieval Arabic 
texts consider as animals. By applying the Qur’anic understanding, at 
least three more suras can be added to the number seven: 72/al-Jinn, 35/
al-mala<ʾika (Angels), and 76/al-insa<n (the human Being). Considering 
that the Qur’an refers to humans and angels in a variety of ways, this 
number becomes much larger.20

in addition to nonhuman species, the Qur’anic word for animal 
(da<bba) designates human beings, jinn, angels, and possibly other types of 
creatures who are not known to us. etymologically, the root d-b-b, from 
which the word is derived, denotes the idea of movement, and a da<bba is 
any being that can move intentionally. Although in extra-Qur’anic con-
texts the word da<bba is often restricted to equine, the Qur’an seems to 
use it more often as a reference to all living beings that produce self-
propulsion, including human beings and angels. this suggests that this 
scripture adheres to the etymological, rather than the conventional, 
meaning of this word. it is perhaps the same etymological consideration 
that explains why the word hayawa<n, which is the more common extra-
Qur’anic word for animal in Arabic, occurs in the Qur’an with a different 
meaning: true life. life extends to beings beyond the animal sphere and as 
such the word hayawa<n seems to lack the etymological precision found 
in the word da<bba.

in the text itself a large number and a wide variety of animal spe-
cies are discussed in several contexts.21 Animals, as much as the heav-
ens, earth, and all other creatures, are presented as signs pointing to the 
existence of their Creator and to his infinite wisdom and benevolence. 
they are as much recipients of divine blessings and attention as any other 

18 suras number 2, 6, 16, 27, 29, and 105.
19 see for example Alma Giese, “Betrachtungen zur seele der tiere,” 113; EQ, s.v. “Animal 

life,” (by herbert einsenstein).
20 sarra tlili, “the meaning of the Qur’anic Word ‘da<bba’: ‘Animals’ or ‘nonhuman 

Animals’?” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 12 (2010): 167–87.
21 see the appended index of the animals mentioned in the Qur’an.
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creatures. the cognitive capacities of the so-called nonrational species are 
presented as higher than one might expect because they, or at least some 
species or individuals among them, possess languages that allow them to 
communicate not only among themselves but occasionally with humans 
as well. the depictions of some nonhuman animals represent them as 
moral beings, capable of facing and making moral choices. According 
to many interpretations of the Qur’an, nonhuman animals will be resur-
rected. even if their existence, unlike that of humans, is perhaps not ever-
lasting, they will still receive compensation for undeserved suffering and 
retribution for the deeds they have performed in this life, which points to 
their accountability.

Whereas these themes suggest that nonhuman animals may stand on 
equal footing with humans, others go so far as to point to the superiority 
of the former to some, and in some respects, even to most of the latter. 
A nonhuman animal can be a teacher to a human being, as illustrated 
in the story of the raven that taught the son of Adam how to bury the 
dead (5/al-ma<ʾida: 31). it can be the subject of a divine oath, as is the 
case with al-ʿAdiya<t (the running ones, i.e., horses or camels), a group 
by which God swears.22 nonhuman animals can also be instruments of 
divine punishment inflicted on those who persist in their disobedience to 
God and his messengers, as illustrated by numerous instances. Assaulting 
a nonhuman animal can incur severe divine punishment, as illustrated 
by the story of the she-camel of the people of thamūd (see, for example, 
7/al-Aʿra<f: 77–8). more importantly, according to the Qur’an, all ani-
mals, with the exception of the vast majority of humans and jinn, glorify 
God. in this respect they become superior to most humans (who do not), 
according to the Qur’an.

in the next three chapters, i will explore the features and status of 
animals in the Qur’an. the third chapter will examine themes that can 
be interpreted as implying other animals’ inferiority to humans. the first 
of these is the theme of servitude, involving both its abstract dimension 
consisting of the concepts of tadhlıl and taskhır, and its concrete one, 
involving the different ways whereby humans are allowed to avail them-
selves of certain nonhuman species. in this section i will also investigate 
the concept of istikhla<f (understood as vicegerency or acting on God’s 
behalf), occasionally presented as an assignment or a mission that lifts 
the status of humans above that of other animal species. in the second 

22 For more on this point, see neal robinson, Discovering the Qur’an: A Contemporary 
Approach to a Veiled Text (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown university Press, 2003) 102.
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section i will discuss the maskh (metamorphosis) phenomenon, and in 
the last section i will turn to the possible misguidance of anʿa<m (cattle). 
the fourth chapter will discuss the depiction of nonhuman animals in 
the Qur’an, highlighting the various features that this scripture ascribes 
to them. these features are language, rationality, spirituality, morality, 
resurrection, and inspiration. in the last chapter i explore human’s status 
in the Qur’an.
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Subjection and servitude

Although a number of Qur’anic concepts could be interpreted as convey-
ing humans’ special status, there is no statement in this text akin to the 
biblical assertion of dominion as it is articulated in Genesis 1: 26 in which 
humans are designated specifically as rulers over nonhuman animals, or 
in Genesis 9: 2, where it is stated that the fear of humankind will be on all 
other animals. instead, the Qur’an assures humans that everything in the 
heavens and on earth is musakhkhar (subjugated/serviceable – the prev-
alent meaning is not to be accepted indisputably) to them. Although the 
concept of taskhır (verbal noun related to musakhkhar) is often taken as 
an indication of humans’ privileged status and may be thought to share 
important facets with the concept of dominion, it still differs from the 
latter in at least two major respects. First, it does not define humans’ posi-
tion or role in the world exclusively or mainly vis-à-vis all other animals. 
second, although the concept of taskhır may involve the idea of control, 
sovereign authority remains in the hands of God and is not delegated to 
humans.

Perhaps what comes closest to the biblical idea of dominion in the 
Qur’an is the concept of tadhlıl (subjugation), in which both elements 
of authority and servitude are more discernible than they are in the idea 
of taskhır. Although this concept conveys the idea of serviceability in a 
clearer way, the reins of sovereign control are still in God’s hands and not 
those of human beings. Furthermore, even though tadhlıl, unlike taskhır, 
is specifically mentioned in the context of human-nonhuman-animal rela-
tions, the Qur’an speaks of tadhlıl in regard to only one animal category 

3
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and its relationship to humans, anʿa<m, the definition of which varies so 
much that it ranges from just one animal species to a number of spe-
cies. nonetheless, the concrete outcome of this concept is of paramount 
consequence to the animal species in question, as it allows humans to 
use them in a number of ways, thus pointing to these species’ servility 
to humans, an idea which by human standards often implies inferior-
ity. Furthermore, masri seems to suggest that the concept of istikhla<f, 
according to which the human race, certain human communities, or cer-
tain individuals are supposedly appointed as vicegerents of God on earth, 
denotes the idea of dominion. Although masri admits that this preroga-
tive is strictly  controlled, it is still worthwhile to see if this concept indeed 
entails dominion.1 in the first section of this chapter, i first discuss the 
concept of tadhlıl and its related themes, consisting of the different ways 
humans are permitted to benefit from other animals; i then analyze the 
concept of taskhır. in the second section, i discuss the concept of istikhla<f. 
in the third, i turn to the discussion of maskh (metamorphosis) theme. 
Finally, i deal with the theme of anʿa<m’s dala<l or misguidedness.

Tadhlıl and related themes

the Qur’anic verses that most clearly suggest the servitude of anʿa<m to 
humans are as follows:

have they not seen how We have created for them (la-hum) of Our handiwork 
the cattle (anʿa<m) so that they are their owners (ma<likūn),

And have subdued them (dhallalna<ha<) unto them, so that some of them they have 
for riding, some for food?

Benefits and drinks have they from them. Will they not then give thanks? (36/
Ya<sın: 71–3) (emphasis added).

A number of words in these verses point to the subordination and ser-
viceability of anʿa<m to humans. in addition to the concept of tadhlıl, it is 
also stated that anʿa<m are created for humans (la-hum), that humans are 
their owners (ma<likūn), and that humans can derive a number of benefits 
from these animals. According to the interpretations provided by three of 
our four exegetes, it is even possible to consider that these verses grant 
humans a type of control, seemingly close to the biblical notion of domin-
ion, over this category of animals, because the word ma<likūn, which 

1 masri, Animal Welfare in Islam, 4.

  

 



Animals in the Qur’an76

usually conveys ownership, is taken by al-tabarı,2 al-Qurtubı (Q15: 38), 
and ibn Kathır (iK11: 382) to connote dominance and control. Al-tabarı, 
for example, explains this word by saying “they [humans] manage them 
(anʿa<m) as they want by means of duress and control (bi-al-qahr…  
wa-al-dabt).” Both ibn Kathır and al-tabarı also quote Qata<da (d. 
118/736), for whom ma<likūn means mutıqūn, that is, having the ability 
to manage them. Al-ra<zı, on the other hand, opts for the more com-
mon meaning of this concept, which is ownership. “if God created them 
(anʿa<m)and humans did not own them,” he explains, “then they [humans] 
would not have been able to benefit from them” (r26: 93).

however, in the same way that there is no consensus on what ma <likūn 
means in these verses, there is also not much agreement on the meaning 
of anʿa <m. Because on more than one occasion the Qur’an speaks of the 
four pairs (thama <niyat azwa <j) of anʿa <m, which are understood to consist 
of sheep, goats, cattle, and camels,3 the four exegetes’ general under-
standing of the word usually reflects this definition; however, depending 
on the context, the meaning either can be restricted or expanded. in the 
interpretation of the verses quoted above, al-t abarı  states that anʿa <m 
are “the livestock (ma <shiya) which God has created for humankind and 
which he subdued to them. they are camels, cattle, and ghanam [sheep 
and goats].” however, al-t abarı  also cites another opinion stating that 
anʿa <m in the context of these verses “designates camels only, while cattle, 
although usually part of anʿa <m, are not intended in this verse” (t 10: 
462). Al-Qurt ubı  also explains that anʿa <m technically consists of camels, 
cattle, sheep, and goats. however, in its most frequent usages, the word 
anʿa <m as well as its singular naʿam designate camels only. therefore, 
according to these definitions, the word anʿa <m refers either to camels 
only or to camels in addition to the other three livestock species. two 
factors seem to restrict the meaning of this word in these verses to cam-
els: firstly, the common (extra-Qur’anic) usage of the word to refer only 
to camels; secondly, the emphasis laid on the transportation function in 
these verses, which, of the four species mentioned by the exegetes, only 
camels are capable (and expected) of performing. therefore, even if we 
decide that these verses grant humans dominion over them, as al-t abarı , 
al-Qurt ubı , and ibn Kathı r seem to imply, the restriction of the meaning 

2 ibn Jarır al-tabarı, Ja<miʿ al-baya<n fı taʾwıl al-Qur’an (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿilmiyya, 
1999), 10: 462. henceforth citations from al-tabarı’s, al-ra<zı’s, al-Qurtubı’s and ibn 
Kathır’s works of exegesis are given in-text, using author’s initial, volume number and 
page number.

3 6/al-Anʿa<m: 143–4; 39/al-Zumar: 6.
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Figure 1. Camel (ibil) from ʿAja<ʾib al-makhlūqa<t (Wonders of Creation) by 
al-Qazvini. reproduced from Freer Gallery of Art, smithsonian institution, 
Washington, D.C.: Purchase, F1954.87. With permission.
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of anʿa <m in these verses to one, or, at most, four species limits the scope 
of this assumed dominion considerably. it is not open-ended.

the way this supposed dominion translates in actual terms shows that 
indeed this prerogative has only an outward appearance of domination, 
for actual control is not in the hands of humans. to illustrate how tadhlıl 
works, ibn Kathır explains that

humans [have the ability to] subdue these animals while the latter remain docile 
and do not resist them, to the point that a small child would ride a camel, make 
it kneel down or stand up as he wishes, while the camel remains compliant. such 
is the case even if the child were to lead a hundred camels or more. (iK11: 382, 
emphasis added)

Al-Qurtubı also indicates that a “small child can lead, beat, and handle 
a huge camel the way he wishes, while the latter remains utterly obedi-
ent to him” (Q15: 38). Although al-Qurtubı’s example suggests the use 
of coercion on the part of the child (by beating the camel), the aim is still 
to emphasize the amenability of the camel rather than the child’s right 
of coercion or power over the camel (hence the choice to illustrate this 
point through a small child, i.e., a relatively powerless human being, and 
a huge camel or a hundred camels, i.e., extremely powerful animals). the 
point, therefore, is neither that camels are stripped of all power, nor that 
humans are made more powerful to be able to control them, nor even 
that humans are given free rein to do whatever they like with them. it 
is rather that camels, despite their tremendous power, are made service-
able and amenable to humans. Although the end result may still be the 
same, as it allows humans to use these animals, the distinction made 
by the exegetes is important, as it indicates that actual power is in the 
hands of God, who has subdued camels, and not with human beings. 
thus, what many of us today tend to consider as domestication – that is, 
humans’ effort of taming certain animals to derive services from them – 
is presented here as an ontological divine intervention that causes these 
animals to be willingly of service.

Al-ra<zı illustrates the same point in a different way. For him, these 
verses represent different steps in the way that God perfected his grace 
toward humans through the gift of anʿa<m. After creating these animals, 
he allowed humans to own them, because without this divine permis-
sion humans would not be able to benefit from them. the next step in 
perfecting this grace occurs by means of the tadhlıl of these animals, for 
“an unruly and uncontrollable slave (mamlūk) is useless. therefore, if 
humans owned anʿa<m and the latter remained noncompliant (na<dda) and 
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rebellious (sa<dda) the grace would be incomplete, as humans would not 
be able to ride them” (r26: 93). in his opinion, however, the absence 
of tadhlıl affects only the transportation function; eating such animals 
would still be possible, albeit only through the strenuous effort of hunt-
ing, as is the case with wild animals (r26: 93). As with the explanations 
of ibn Kathır and al-Qurtubı, al-ra<zı also highlights that God makes 
anʿa<m amenable to human control and not that humans are given an 
unrestricted right or power to control them through coercion or domina-
tion. the parallel that this exegete perceives between tadhlıl on the one 
hand and taming and domestication on the other is also noteworthy, not 
only because it highlights the amenability of camels, but also because it 
indicates that, no matter how far one tries to push the limit of the concept 
of tadhlıl, it still falls short of encompassing all nonhuman animals.

As elucidated in al-ra<zı’s discussion, one of the objectives of the tadhlıl 
of anʿa<m for humans is to allow the latter to obtain certain benefits from 
the former. the verses cited earlier state that humans can ride, eat parts 
of, and more generally obtain benefits and drinks from this animal spe-
cies or category. A number of other verses expound on these themes and 
spell out the different ways humans can derive benefits from different 
animals, including their own species. these benefits can be categorized 
into material, aesthetic, and religious.

Material benefits
And whereof you eat. the permissibility of eating the meat of certain 
species is indicated in the Qur’an in different ways, as signified by the 
verb uh illa (to be made lawful), the imperative kulū (eat), and phrases 
such as “wa-min-ha < taʾkulūn/yaʾkulūn” (whereof you/they eat). the 
meat that is most frequently mentioned is that of anʿa <m and bahı mat 
al-anʿa <m. Although the two designations are sometimes understood to 
be synonymous, the addition of the word bahı ma to the word anʿa <m 
raised questions for the commentators and in some cases led them to 
broaden this animal category. in some of the opinions cited by al-t abarı , 
bahı mat al-anʿa <m simply means anʿa <m (i.e., camels, cattle, sheep, and 
goats), whereas in others, the word bahı ma refers to the “fetuses of 
anʿa <m found in the wombs of their mothers upon being slaughtered,” 
the meat of which becomes permissible through the act of slaughtering 
the mother (hence not requiring to be slaughtered themselves). Al-t abarı  
himself is inclined to understand the phrase bahı mat al-anʿa <m as refer-
ring to the entire group of anʿa <m, including their fetuses, offspring, and 
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the adult animals. the meaning of the word baha <ʾim (pl. of bahı ma) 
for him is simply “offspring” (awla <d), yet it applies to the small as well 
as the adult animals of these species, because in the same way that the 
idea of wila <da (being born to a certain animal) remains operative once 
the animal grows to adulthood, the name bahı ma also continues to be 
applicable. therefore, for him the species designated by both phrases 
are still the same four, and the addition of the word bahı ma to the word 
anʿa <m simply serves to emphasize the fact that the meat of these species 
is permissible at all stages of their lives, including the pre-birth stage. in 
a number of other opinions that he cites, however, the phrase bahı mat 
al-anʿa <m refers to wild animals (whose meat is permissible), such as 
deer, buffalos, and zebras, which broadens this category of animals (t 4: 
388–9).

Al-Qurtubı and al-ra<zı add other explanations to the phrase bahımat 
al-anʿa<m. Both of them state that the word bahıma may also be a refer-
ence to every quadruped, and that the reason they are given this name 
is because of the deficiency in their speech and understanding (naqs 
nutqiha< wa-fahmiha<) and their lack of discrimination (ʿadam tamyıziha<) 
(Q6: 24).4 the word anʿa<m, on the other hand, refers to the four spe-
cies. the reason they are given this name is because they walk softly (lın 
mashyiha<). Adding the word bahıma to anʿa<m, al-ra<zı explains, may be 
understood as attributing the more general to the more specific. Al-ra<zı’s 
point may be that this verse is simply saying “the quadrupeds which are 
anʿa<m are made lawful for you.” if indeed this is his point, then bahımat 
al-anʿa<m would still refer to the same four species. nonetheless, al-ra<zı 
adds that, because wild grazing animals share certain similarities (such as 
rumination) with what are strictly known as anʿa<m, they can be included 
among them in this instance (Q6: 24–5; r11: 98–9). therefore, according 
to these definitions, both phrases (anʿa<m and bahımat al-anʿa<m) in their 
narrower sense refer to camels, cattle, sheep, and goats; whereas in their 
broader sense, they can be expanded to include all quadrupeds with the 
exception of the ones whose meat is not permissible, in particular carniv-
orous animals, donkeys, and mules.5

in addition to the meat of anʿa<m, the consumption of game (sayd al-
barr) and fish (sayd al-bahr) are explicitly pronounced as lawful in the 
Qur’an, although some restrictions apply in the case of game, which may 

4 this opinion is based on the etymology of the word bahıma, implying darkness.
5 For a detailed discussion of islamic dietary law see michael Cook, “early islamic Dietary 

law,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam, 7 (1986): 217–77.
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not be hunted or consumed by someone who is performing pilgrimage.6 
moreover, the flesh of fowl is mentioned as a heavenly food with which 
the righteous are rewarded in the hereafter (56/al-Wa<qiʿa: 21), whereas 
quail (al-salwa<) is mentioned along with manna as the food given to the 
Children of israel during their exodus (2/al-Baqara: 57).

in addition to meat, the only other earthly edible animal product 
explicitly named in the Qur’an is milk (laban). By contrast, heavenly (ani-
mal?) products include honey, milk, and fowls’ meat. Although on earth 
such items are produced by animals, it is not known whether in heaven 
they continue to be produced in the same way or that God creates them 
directly. however, considering the huge amounts of milk and honey in 
heaven (they run in rivers), one may be inclined to think that they are 
created directly. Among worldly foods, the four exegetes consider also 
that honey is alluded to by the word shara<b (drink) that comes out of 
the bellies of bees, but not explicitly named. in another view, however, 
the reason the Qur’an refers to what comes from the “bellies of bees” as 
shara<b (instead of honey) is because the first word has a wider meaning, 
because it includes honey, bee venom, royal jelly, beeswax, pollens, and 
propolis.7 Our exegetes also understand verses such as “[many] benefits 
you have from them” (40/Gha<fir: 80) as referring, among other things, to 
other animal dietary products, especially dairy ones (Q15: 218).

Our four exegetes understand the command kulū (eat), specifically 
when occurring in the context of sacrificial meat (22/al-hajj: 28), as con-
veying permission rather than obligation. Al-ra<zı, however, states that 
in the opinion of some people it is considered a “command of obliga-
tion” (amr wujūb).8 the advocates of this opinion maintain that the verse 
wants muslims to deviate from pre-islamic practices in which the well-
to-do used to abstain from sacrificial meat out of disdain for the poor, 
to whom this meat was given. Al-ra<zı, however, does not agree with this 
opinion. this exegete also explains that the command to eat from anʿa<m 
does not convey restriction, for one can eat from many other species. the 

6 “to hunt and to eat the fish of the sea is made lawful for you, a provision for you and for 
seafarers; but to hunt on land is forbidden you so long as you are on the pilgrimage” (5/
al-ma<ʾida: 96).

7 muhammad ʿ Alı al-Bambı, Nahl al-ʿasal fï al-Qur’an wa-al-tibb (Cairo: markaz al-Ahra<m 
li-al-tarjama wa-al-nashr, 1987), 23.

8 this is one of the five ahka<m (judicial qualifications of actions in islamic law). the other 
four are mandūb (recommended, meritorious); muba<h (indifferent, permissible); makrūh 
(reprehensible, disapproved of); and mahzūr (forbidden). see EI2, s.v. “Ahka<m,” (by J. 
schacht).
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reason there is emphasis on anʿa<m, however, is because “they represent 
the main source of sustenance for people, while other animals, such as 
chicken, ducks, game and fish are of lesser importance in this respect” 
(r19: 181–2).

in his discussion of meat consumption, al-ra<zı makes a point of touch-
ing upon the question of pain inflicted on the killed animals. he first cites 
the opinion of non-muslim as well as muslim groups on the matter then 
provides the view of his own school.

the Dualists (manicheans) say the slaughter of animals constitutes an infliction 
of pain (ıla<m) which is abhorrent (qabıh). this being the case, they maintain that 
it cannot be pleasing to God, as it conflicts with his attributes of mercy and 
Wisdom. therefore, [in their opinion] it is inconceivable that God could have per-
mitted such an act. What further confirms this point [in their view] is that these 
animals cannot defend themselves and cannot talk to protest against the one who 
wants to hurt them. if infliction of pain in general is bad, they maintain, when it 
is done to the helpless and defenseless it becomes even worse.

Al-ra<zı then proceeds to the opinion of some muslim groups. he says,

Know that muslims differ widely on this question. the Karra<mıs claim that there 
is no evidence animals feel pain when they are slaughtered, as it is possible that 
God numbs their senses at that moment. Obviously, this is mere denial of facts. 
the muʿtazilıs argue that “the infliction of pain is not bad in an absolute sense.” 
in their opinion, “it is bad only if it is neither preceded by an offense nor followed 
by compensation. since God will give ample recompense to these animals for 
their loss of life and feeling of pain in the hereafter, they maintain that the act of 
killing them cannot be considered an injustice.” Our colleagues, (asha<buna<, i.e. 
Ashʿa<rıs), on the other hand, believe that the permission to kill these animals is 
part of God’s administration of his Kingdom. the owner of a thing is entitled to 
do as he pleases with what he owns. (r11: 99)

Although al-ra<zı resigns himself to accepting this permissibility as sim-
ply an expression of God’s freedom and omnipotence, his mere aware-
ness of and reference to the issue is still noteworthy. What is particularly 
remarkable in his stance is that, unlike, for example, Aquinas, with whom 
he shares the same hellenistic affinities, when al-ra<zı discusses the issue 
of pain, he does not justify the permissibility of killing other animals by 
human’s superiority to them. thus, whereas for Aquinas humans’ supe-
rior status warrants that other animals be killed for their sake,9 al-ra<zı, 
who seems to be as convinced as Aquinas of humans’ superiority to 
other species and who, like Aquinas, derives this conviction mainly from 

9 linzey, Animal Theology, 13. 
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Aristotelian ideology, does not seem to perceive a correlation between 
humans’ status and the legitimacy of inflicting pain on other species.

And they bear your loads. the transportation function appears to 
the exegetes as the clearest illustration of the tadhlıl principle. this is 
clear for instance in the example cited earlier, about the child riding or 
leading camels. Clearly, the amenability of such a large and seemingly 
unmanageable creature to a small child is perceived as a remarkable 
phenomenon, as if to say that this should not be taken for granted. if it 
were not for the fact that God made these animals serviceable to humans, 
such a thing would be inconceivable. Al-ra<zı’s discussion makes the 
same point more explicitly, as he also believes that the absence of tadhlıl 
affects the transportation function most of all, in that it would disappear 
altogether, whereas dietary benefits would continue to be available, albeit 
not as conveniently. in fact, al-ra<zı goes so far as to portray the act of 
riding anʿa<m as an awe-inspiring experience for someone who is willing 
to ponder it. he explains,

the animal which the human being rides is by definition much stronger than 
him/her. Furthermore, it has no mind to tell it that it should obey the human 
being. however, God, glory be to him, created this beast (bahıma) with certain 
outer and inner features which make it specifically designed to fit human needs. 
the outer feature consists of its shape, as being a quadruped makes its back fit 
for sitting. the inner feature, on the other hand, consists of its amenability to 
humans despite its tremendous power. the one who contemplates this state of 
affairs would be extremely amazed at [God’s] omnipotence and infinite wisdom; 
that is why that person would feel compelled to say: “Glorified be he Who has 
subdued these unto us, and we were not capable [of subduing them ourselves].” 
(43/al-Zukhruf: 13; r27: 171)

According to the Qur’an, humans may use horses, mules, asses and anʿa<m 
to fulfill the function of transportation. however, in the case of anʿa<m, 
the four exegetes agree that from this category only camels are appointed 
for this function. in his interpretation of 16/al-nahl: 7, al-Qurtubı says, 
“[God] here designated camels for this function. this is because sheep and 
goats are appointed for [the production of] meat and cows are appointed 
to plow the land.”

the Qur’an presents the possibility of using anʿa<m and equine in their 
transportation capacity as a particularly vital grace from God and an 
expression of his compassion and mercy toward humankind. About 
anʿa<m, the Qur’an says, “And they bear your loads for you onto a land 
you could not reach save with great trouble to yourselves. Your lord is 
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Figure 2. horse (faras) from ʿAja<ʾib al-makhlūqa<t (Wonders of Creation) by 
al-Qazvini reproduced from Freer Gallery of Art, smithsonian institution, 
Washington, D.C.: Purchase, F1954.84. With permission.
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Figure 3. Donkey (hima<r) from ʿAja<ʾib al-makhlūqa<t (Wonders of Creation) 
by al-Qazvini. reproduced from Freer Gallery of Art, smithsonian institution, 
Washington, D.C.: Purchase, F1954.85. With permission.
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Full of Pity, merciful” (16/al-nahl: 7). Al-Qurtubı, whose primary goal in 
his tafsır is to derive legal rulings from the Qur’an, finds evidence in this 
verse that humans may use beasts of burden for transportation purposes, 
nonetheless, he specifies that this has to be “within the limit of what they 
can bear. they should neither be overloaded nor rushed (min ghayri isra<fin 
fı al-hamli maʿa al-rifqi fı al-sayr)” (Q10: 49). he also cites a Prophetic 
hadıth stating, “if you travel at the time of abundance allow the camels to 
have their share from the land [i.e. to graze], but if you travel at the time 
of drought hasten to your destination.”10 Al-Qurtubı also relates a story 
according to which the Prophet’s companion Abū al-Darda<ʾ (d. 32/652) 
is said to have owned a camel called Damūn, which he occasionally lent 
to others to help them carry their burdens. Whenever Abū al-Darda<ʾ did 
this, however, he insisted on pointing out that his camel was capable 
of carrying only up to a certain weight and that those who borrowed 
it were not allowed to burden it with more than it could carry. On the 
day of the camel’s death, Abū al-Darda<ʾ is reported to have addressed it 
saying, “Damūn, do not call me into question in front of God, because i 
have never burdened you with more than you could bear.”11 Al-Qurtubı 
concludes from this story that these “beasts are dumb (ʿujm), they can-
not look after their own affairs, and they cannot express their needs. the 
person who benefits from their services (irtafaqa bi-mara<fiqiha<) but still 
neglects their needs is ungrateful and has exposed himself to grievances 
and accusations before God.” he also reports a hadıth to the effect that 
ʿumar, the second caliph, was seen beating a man for overloading his 
camel, thus suggesting perhaps that, in addition to being morally wrong, 
mistreating animals of burden in violation of islamic law is an act punish-
able in this world as well, and not only in the next (Q10: 49).12

Whence you derive warmth. According to the Qur’an, anʾa<m also are 
a source of warmth (difʾ) for humans, as it says, “And the cattle has he 
created, whence you have warmth (difʾ) and uses” (16/al-nahl: 5). By 
this, exegetes understand mostly actual warmth that one may obtain 
from the use of clothing, blankets, and similar items that can be made 
of the wool, hair, and fur of anʿa<m (t7: 559–60; r19: 181; Q10: 46–7; 
iK8: 291–3). however, it is also suggested that the word difʾ means the 
offspring of anʿa<m.

10 Abū Da<wūd, Sunan Abı Da<wūd (Cairo: Jamʿiyyat al-maknaz al-isla<mı, 2000), no. 2571.
11 ʿAbd Alla<h ibn al-muba<rak al-marwazı, Kita<b al-zuhd wa-al-raqa<ʾiq (Beirut: muʾassasat 

al-risa<la, 1971), 414.
12 ibn saʿd, al-Tabaqa<t al-kubra< (Cairo: matabat al-Kha<njı, 2001), 9: 126.
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the hides of anʿa<m as described in the Qur’an provide convenience for 
humans in more than one respect. the Qur’an states that “God has given 
you in your houses an abode, and has given you [also], of the hides of 
cattle, houses which you find light [to carry] on the day of migration and 
on the day of pitching camp; and of their wool and their fur and their 
hair, caparison and comfort for a while” (16/al-nahl: 80).

in al-Qurtubı’s opinion, providing humans with houses in general (and 
not just tents that can be obtained from the hides of anʿa<m) is a particu-
larly valuable favor from God, because “had he wanted, he could have 
created humans either in a perpetual state of movement, as is the case 
with celestial bodies, or in a perpetual state of immobility, as is the case 
with the land/earth. however, he chose to create them in both states and 
provided them with abodes where they can rest” (Q10: 100–1).

in addition to tents, humans can obtain from the hides, wool, hair, and 
fur of anʿa<m a number of items, summed up in the two terms atha<th and 
mata<ʿ, which in the exegetes’ opinions include clothing, blankets, rugs, 
and articles of decoration.

the type of hides that are usable according to islamic law is another 
point raised in this respect. the points taken into consideration in this 
discussion are both the method used in the animal’s death and the spe-
cies whose hides can be used. Although there is no question about the 
permissibility of using the hides of anʿa<m, which are ritually slaughtered, 
muslim scholars differ greatly on the purity (hence the usability) of hides 
obtained from carrion. the three main positions cited by al-Qurtubı 
range between total permissibility and total prohibition, with a position 
in the middle making this usability contingent on tanning hides obtained 
from carrion, which results in their ritual purification. As for the second 
point, muslim scholars differ also on the hides of the animals whose meat 
is not permissible, such as swine and carnivorous animals. Al-Qurtubı, 
who cites different opinions on this question as well, concludes that the 
hides of any animal, the flesh of which is not permissible, cannot, by def-
inition, be purified (hence should not be used) because ritual slaughter by 
definition cannot apply to them (laysat al-dhaka<t fı-ha< dhaka<t). he also 
cites a tradition in which the Prophet is reported to have prohibited the 
use of silk, gold, and the furs of wild beasts (maya<thir al-numūr) (Q10: 
103–4).13 Whereas other stipulations make silk and gold permissible for 
women, no prophetic stipulation does the same for fur.14

13 Al-nasa<ʾı, Sunan al-Nasa<ʾı (Cairo: Jamʿiyyat al-maknaz al-isla<mı, 2000), no. 4272.
14 Abū Da<wūd, Sunan, no. 4059.
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Aesthetic benefits: wherein is beauty for you
referring to anʿa<m, the Qur’an also says, “And wherein is beauty for you, 
when you bring them home, and when you take them out to pasture” (16/
al-nahl: 6). it also says, “And horses and mules and asses [has he cre-
ated] that you may ride them, and for ornament” (16/al-nahl: 8), hence 
highlighting the aesthetic aspect of anʿa<m and equine. Before explaining 
how or why one would find beauty in these animals, al-Qurtubı first tries 
to define the different types of beauty and how they affect the mind. he 
says,

Beauty is found in physical appearance (al-sūra wa-tarkıb al-khilqa), in inner 
morality and in deeds. Physical beauty is apprehended by sight and is harmo-
niously transmitted to the heart, which causes the soul to be attracted to it with-
out understanding the functioning of this process … the beauty of anʿa<m and 
equine belongs to this type. it is perceived by the eye and is agreeable to the soul. 
(Q10: 47–8)

in his understanding, therefore, this verse is referring to the physical 
beauty of anʿa<m and equine.

Part of the aesthetic effect comes from possessing a large number of 
them because it creates a favorable impression with other people who 
notice how wealthy so-and-so is. the four exegetes also agree that the 
reason why the phrase “you bring them home” precedes “take them 
out to pasture” in this verse is that the sight of these animals is more 
beautiful when they are brought back home because both their udders 
and their stomachs are fuller, and they look healthier, which fills the 
soul with happiness (t 7: 561; r19: 182; Q10: 48; iK8: 292). Al-ra <zı  
adds one more reason for the reversal of the chronological order in the 
phrasing of this verse, saying that to have them all gathered in the same 
place and hear their voices is more enjoyable than when they leave the 
home in the morning and become scattered (r19: 182). therefore, in 
the opinions of our exegetes, the pleasure that one experiences at seeing 
these animals results not only from their physical beauty, but also from 
the financial benefits and the social impact they may produce for their 
owners.

Al-Qurtubı also maintains that although the aesthetic dimension of 
anʿa<m and equine is merely part of the pleasures of this world (hence in 
principle of short-lived value), it is still something that God has permit-
ted. he relates a hadıth in which the Prophet is reported to have said, 
“Camels are [a source of] glory and eminence (ʿizz) for their owners, 
sheep are opulence for them, while blessings are tied to the forelocks of 
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horses until the Day of Judgment.”15 Al-Qurtubı explains that the rea-
son the Prophet links the entire idea of glory and eminence to camels is 
because they provide their owners with clothing, food, milk, transpor-
tation, and mobility in warfare, although they are not very efficient in 
attacks and defense. he links opulence to sheep because they provide 
their owners with clothing, food, drink, and great wealth because of their 
number, as they can breed up to three times a year. unlike plantation 
owners and camel owners, sheep owners are taught humility and gentle-
ness. Blessings are tied to the forelocks of horses forever because of the 
gains that one can obtain from them in making a living, the possibility of 
conquering the enemy, defeating disbelievers, and advancing God’s cause 
(Q10: 53). in al-Qurtubı’s discussion, the aesthetic dimension of these 
animals is quite comprehensive, as it includes all the material, spiritual 
(such as humility), and religious (advancing God’s cause) benefits one 
may acquire from them. Al-Qurtubı is evidently taking into consideration 
the agreeable psychological impact of all these benefits on the human 
soul.

Religious benefits
Another benefit which humans may derive from all creatures, including 
animals, is the religious one. in his interpretation of “he it is Who cre-
ated for you all that is in the earth” (2/al-Baqara: 29), al-ra<zı concludes 
that the purpose for which God created everything for humans is that 
they “benefit from them in worldly matters as well as in matters of reli-
gion.” Al-ra<zı sums up the religious benefits in the intellectual processes 
of istidla<l and iʿtiba<r, which are respectively demonstration or inference 
(of God’s attributes and metaphysical truths) and taking lessons (r2: 
141–2). Al-ra<zı is referring here to one of the important Qur’anic themes 
of animals as signs of creation, which will be discussed in more detail in 
the next chapter. like many other creatures, animals (human and nonhu-
man) are signs of creation in many ways, on which the Qur’an frequently 
invites humans to reflect, so that they can reach conclusions about the 
World of the unseen (ʿa<lam al-ghayb) by deduction from such signs in the 
Visible World or World of testimony/Witnessing (ʿa<lam al-shaha<da).

however, even the worldly benefits that al-ra<zı cites are fundamen-
tally religious because their ultimate purpose is also to make humans 
stronger in order that they perform their acts of devotion (li-nataqawwa< 
bihi ʿala< al-ta<ʿa<t; r2: 141). in this way, al-ra<zı makes religious benefits 

15 ibn ma<ja, Sunan ibn Ma<ja (Cairo: Jamʾiyyat al-maknaz al-isla<mı, 2000), no. 2393.
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the ultimate goal that encompasses all other functions or benefits. in fact, 
in the other exegetes’ views as well, the religious factor has so much 
weight that it may even turn other benefits into harmful aspects if the 
animals in question are not properly used or if they are not used for the 
main purpose for which they are created, that is, to help humans so that 
they can obey and worship God. An illustrative example is found in the 
oft-cited hadıth about the use of horses in which the Prophet is reported 
to have divided owners of horses into three categories, depending on how 
they use these animals. to the first category belongs someone who owns a 
horse for the sake of God, in which case anything the horse does, whether 
it is eating, drinking, galloping, or even dropping dung, would win the 
owner rewards in the hereafter. to the second category belongs someone 
who owns a horse to use it in personal matters so that he would not be 
in need of others, without forgetting God’s right in it (which could be 
the payment of alms). When the benefits from the horse are for these 
worldly, yet permissible purposes, then the horse is a protection (sitr) for 
its owner. in other words, the benefits from such a horse belong to the 
category of permissible worldly benefits, which may be restricted to this 
life and do not necessarily extend to the next one. to the third category 
belongs someone who owns a horse to boast of it. For such a person the 
horse becomes a source of misdeeds (iK3: 30, Q4: 23).16

thus, although the Qur’an emphasizes the worldly benefits that 
humans may derive particularly from anʿa<m and equine, according to 
these exegetes’ discussions and a number of indications in the Qur’an, the 
ultimate purpose is not to highlight humans’ special status. the point of 
this emphasis, as repeatedly stressed in the Qur’an and clearly underlined 
by our exegetes, is primarily to draw attention to God’s grace and kind-
ness. Furthermore, in exegetical discussions, putting anʿa<m at the service 
of humans is meant to help them perform their obligations toward God, 
not to pamper nor indulge them, nor to show their distinction. in fact, 
humans who fail to use anʿa<m and equine properly (i.e., in accordance 
with divine will), either by boasting about or mistreating them, run the 
risk of suffering the consequences of their misuse. By considering the two 
question of (1) why God put anʿa<m and equine at the service of humans 
in actual life and (2) why/how the Qur’an discusses these animals’ ser-
viceability to humans, a theocentric outlook emerges: anʿa<m are put at 
the service of humans as a grace from God to be used in ways prescribed 
by God for purposes that are pleasing to God.

16 Al-Bukha<rı, sahıh al-Bukha<rı (Cairo: Jamʿiyyat al-maknaz al-isla<mı, 2001), no. 2563. 
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Conclusion
so far, we have considered the nature and impact of the concept of tadhlıl 
on the status and functions of nonhuman animals. One of the points the 
discussion has endeavored to make is that tadhlıl does not mean that 
humans are provided with the means to control certain nonhuman ani-
mals nor that they are given free rein to do anything they may want with 
these species, but rather that as a grace from God, certain animals are 
rendered or made amenable and serviceable to humans in a number of 
ways. no actual authority is given to human beings in this respect. thus, 
tadhlıl, according to the earlier interpretations, does not correspond to 
the biblical notion of dominion, or at least to this notion as it has been 
presented by many biblical exegetes. Whereas in the Bible (or some dis-
cussions thereof) humans seem to stand somewhere between God and 
other animals (closer to other animals yet still having authority over 
them), in the Qur’an humans seem to be placed among other animals. 
they are as helpless as any other species. the only reason they can use 
anʿa<m (in a prescribed number of ways) is that God, who has dominion 
and authority over all creatures, chose to make these specific species ame-
nable to humans.

the second point is that tadhlıl applies to a very limited number of 
animal species, which are referred to as anʿa<m, typically defined as cam-
els, cattle, sheep, and goats, but with the possibility of being restricted to 
camels only or expanded to include all quadrupeds whose flesh is per-
missible for food according to islamic law. therefore, the second element 
that limits the significance and impact of this principle is that it applies to 
a rather small number of nonhuman species.

third, although the commentaries on the verses that establish anʿa<m’s 
and equine’s serviceability to humans expound on the many ways humans 
may benefit from these species, they do not fail to show awareness of 
these animals’ interests (e.g., al-ra<zı’s discussion of the issue of pain) and 
to stress the need to protect their rights (al-Qurtubı’s reminder to treat 
animals of burden kindly).

Finally, the ultimate goal of tadhlıl is not to emphasize humans’ impor-
tance. in addition to being primarily a sign of God’s compassion, it is 
also accompanied with various obligations. if humans fail to meet these 
obligations, either by mistreating the animals in question or by using 
them improperly, they incur punishment. this reveals an underlying theo-
centric worldview. the notion of tadhlıl shares important features with 
that of taskhır. therefore, it will be treated further in the course of the 
following discussion of taskhır.
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Taskhır

the other concept that denotes (or more accurately might be read as sug-
gesting) “subjugation” in the Qur’an is that of taskhır. even though this 
concept appears in this text only in relation to (sacrificial) camels and/or 
cows (budn; 22/al-hajj: 36–7) and camels in their transportation function 
(43/al-Zukhruf: 13), ikhwa<n al-safa<ʾ still seem to take it as applying to 
the particular subjugation of nonhuman animals to humans.17 however, 
the ikhwa<n’s assumption is not totally unfounded, for although the 
Qur’an does not present taskhır as a principle governing the relationship 
of human and nonhuman animals in particular, it still states that “God 
has made serviceable to you (sakhkhara lakum, i.e. humans) whatsoever 
is in the skies and whatsoever is in the earth” (31/luqma<n: 20). this 
very comprehensive nature of taskhır, however, provides the mule – one 
of the representatives of nonhuman animal characters in the ikhwa<n’s 
epistle – with a refutation of the human claim of superiority and right 
of dominion over nonhuman animals. the mule contends, “God said He 
subjected them to you – just as He subjected the sun and the moon … 
Are we to think, majesty, that these heavenly bodies too are their slaves 
and chattels”?18

Although the mule’s objection is founded on the ikhwa<n’s neoplatonic 
worldview, in which heavenly bodies are considered superior to all sub-
lunary beings, the point he makes is still valid. in addition to budn (sac-
rificial camels or cows) and anʿa<m (in this case camels only), the Qur’an 
speaks not only of the taskhır of physical things to humans, such as the 
sun and the moon, but also of natural phenomena, such as the alternation 
of the day and the night. Obviously, this shows that deriving an open-
ended hierarchical principle from this concept is rather incongruous, as 
humans typically do not define their status vis-à-vis such phenomena.

A look at the Qur’anic usages of the concept of taskhır, in fact, raises 
questions not only about its meaning and implications, but also about 
its durability, beneficiaries, and ultimate objective. in other words, when 
the Qur’an says that everything in the skies and on earth is musakh-
khar to humans, it does not necessarily mean that this is the case with-
out interruption, nor is there evidence that the privileges of taskhır and 
tadhlıl are extended to humans only. Quite the opposite, in fact; many 
indications show that at least a number of other creatures partake in 

17 ikhwa<n al-safa<ʾ, The Case of the Animals. 106.
18 ibid.
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these privileges. Furthermore, when the Qur’an enumerates the number 
of things God sakhkhara or dhallala to humans, such passages do not 
necessarily emphasize the latter’s special status. therefore, after explor-
ing the meaning of taskhır, i will investigate what the Qur’an says about 
these related themes.

Taskhır in extra-Qur’anic sources
the entry of s-kh-r in the medieval dictionary Lisa<n al-ʿarab has two 
meanings attached to it, one of which is related to mockery, and the 
other, which concerns us, revolves around the ideas of subjugation and 
serviceability. the different meanings that ibn manzūr (d. 711/1311), 
the dictionary’s compiler, provides for the verb in its second usage vary 
according to its nominal or verbal derivatives, the nature of the object 
(whether it is a human being, another animal, or an inanimate being), 
and whether or not it deals with the taskhır of something or someone 
to something or someone else.19 the first and second forms of the verb, 
sakhara and sakhkhara, mean to coerce (qahara) and to subdue (dhal-
lala). the second form, along with the fifth, also means to assign work 
(to someone) without paying or compensating (him/her). likewise, the 
noun sukhra refers to a nonhuman animal or a servant to which/whom 
one assigns work for no payment. in the conclusion to his discussion 
of this first usage, ibn manzūr says that “to sakhkhara a being means 
to assign to that being something that she/he/it does not like to do, and 
every coerced and controlled being that cannot free itself from coercion 
is musakhkhar.”20 in this usage, then, taskhır corresponds to the idea of 
subjugation. in addition, ibn manzūr defines the word musakhkhar when 
it modifies the sun or the moon as “‘revolving in their orbits.” it may be 
that in his opinion this act involves the element of coercion because it is 
assumed that the movement of the celestial bodies is in compliance with 
God’s command. the emphasis here is on the element of authority or 
control emanating from the practice of taskhır, which apparently results 
in a hierarchical relationship, placing the active party that practices coer-
cion above the passive one that undergoes it.

19 the verb sakhkhara sometimes occurs with only one object (for example, God sakhkhara 
something, which is usually translated as God subdued something), and sometimes with 
two objects (for example, God sakhkhara something to someone, which is usually trans-
lated as God subjugated something to someone).

20 muhammad ibn mukarram ibn manzūr, Lisa<n al-ʿarab (Cairo: Da<r al-maʿa<rif), s.v. 
“s-kh-r.”
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so far, however, ibn manzūr has dealt only with the transitive meaning 
of the verb. When in addition to the direct object this verb has an indirect 
object that is governed by the preposition li, it takes on other meanings. 
in his reference to the Qur’anic verse “see you not how God has made 
serviceable unto you (sakhkhara lakum) whatsoever is in the skies and 
whatsoever is in the earth?” (31/luqma<n: 20), ibn manzūr quotes al-
Zajja<j (d. 311/923), who says, “the taskhır of ‘whatsoever is in the skies’ 
is about the taskhır of the sun, the moon and stars to human beings, 
which means that they [human beings] can benefit from them in finding 
their ways and reaching their destinations. the taskhır of ‘whatsoever 
is in the earth’ refers to the taskhır of seas, rivers, animals and all the 
earth’s benefits.”21 “saying about a ship that it sakharat,” ibn manzūr 
adds, “means it has proceeded smoothly in the sea, and that the one who 
sakhkhara it is God.” in conclusion to this part, he says, “whatever you 
find smooth, compliant and manageable in the way you desire has been 
musakhkhar to you.”

therefore, the concept of taskhır consists of two components: author-
ity and serviceability (or servitude), meaning that one party (regardless 
of who that party is) subjugates (or forces) another one to be of service 
to a third one. Whoever exercises that ultimate authority is the one who 
has meaningful superiority. in the Qur’an, of course, it is invariably God 
who exercises such authority. in ibn manzūr’s last discussion, however, 
emphasis is laid on the service component. in other words, this lexicog-
rapher highlights that the taskhır of things to a certain party means that 
they are adapted or adjusted to fit its needs. Although the element of 
authority that results from taskhır is still present, the emphasis here is on 
the element of benefit, malleability, and serviceability that the beneficiary 
can derive from and sense in the subjugated one who is the immediate 
source of the benefit. Clearly, the authority element is still the monopoly 
of the party who causes taskhır to occur in the first place (God). in this 
regard, it may be argued that although the party that is being served or 
that finds the musakhkhar (subjugated or serviceable) thing malleable 
and fitting to its needs does not derive any status from the authority ele-
ment, it still derives some status from the service element, first because it 
is the one that is actually served, and second because the whole process 
of taskhır is there apparently for its sake. Although this may in some 
circumstances be a valid conclusion, this status is not as obvious as the 

21 Abū isha<q ibra<hım ibn al-sarı al-Zajja<j, Maʿa<nı al-Qur’an wa-iʿra<buh (Beirut: Da<r al-
Kutub al-ʿilmiyya, 2007), 3: 361.
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one resulting from the authority aspect found in taskhır (regardless of 
who the musakhkhir/subjugator is). After all, in human society people 
often benefit or obtain services from peers or even from others who are 
superior to them in knowledge, social status, physical strength, and many 
other ways. in view of this, it is safe to conclude that it is mostly the ele-
ment of authority that imparts superiority in the concept of taskhır.

Our exegetes do not address all the questions raised (the nature, dura-
bility, applicability, and ultimate objective of taskhır). On various occa-
sions, in fact, they leave the concept of taskhır untreated, as if its meaning 
is too obvious to require any analysis. For example, in his discussion 
of “and the clouds obedient between heaven and earth” (wa-al-saha<bi 
al-musakhkhari bayna al-sama<ʾi wa-al-ard, 2/al-Baqara: 164), where 
the concept of taskhır is encountered for the first time in the Qur’an, 
al-tabarı apparently judges that the word saha<b (clouds) is in more need 
of explanation than musakhkhar, hence offering an etymological analysis 
of the former yet not the latter (t2: 70). About the word musakhkhar in 
the same verse, al-Qurtubı says that it means mudhallal, then adds “their 
(al-saha<b, i.e. clouds’) taskhır consists of sending them from one place 
to the other. it is also said that their taskhır consists of holding them 
up between heaven and earth without either pillars [to prop them] or 
straps [to suspend them]” (Q2: 134.). therefore, even if al-Qurtubı sheds 
some light on this word, he still fails to engage in a deep analysis of its 
meaning.

in contrast, al-ra<zı offers a more elaborate treatment of this concept. 
After defining taskhır as tadhlıl, he adds,

Clouds are said to be “musakhkhar” for a number of reasons. First, water is a 
heavy body, which, due to the laws of gravity, should fall down. it is against its 
nature to remain hanging up in the space. therefore, there must be a Coercer 
(Qa<sir) and a subduer (Qa<hir) who forces it to be in that state (i.e. hanging up 
in the space, almost against its nature). this is why it is called musakhkhar. the 
second reason is that if these clouds were permanently present they would cause 
great damage, as they would veil the sun’s light and there would be too much 
rain. On the other hand, their total disappearance would be equally detrimental 
as this would result in droughts. therefore, the auspicious state consists of hav-
ing clouds in specific measures (taqdıruhu bi-al-miqda<ri al-maʿlūm). Clouds, then, 
are musakhkhar to God because he brings them about when there is need for 
them and holds them off when there is no need for them. the third is that clouds 
are not fixed in one place. rather, God moves them around wherever he wants 
through the movement of winds. this is also what taskhır is. (r4: 182)

According to this discussion, taskhır consists in the clouds abiding 
by God’s rules or laws in terms of their state (hanging up in the space), 
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measurement (coming in the right amount at the right time), and move-
ment. in other words, clouds are not behaving haphazardly, but accord-
ing to strictly defined rules, which may be unknown to humans but which 
are fully defined and controlled by God. Furthermore, as a byproduct 
of this state (i.e., God’s designing of clouds in this manner and clouds’ 
conformity with God’s plan), there is the element of welfare (maslaha), 
which God takes into consideration when he designs the state, measure-
ment, and movement of clouds and which automatically ensues from the 
clouds abiding by God’s decrees. the conclusions that are construable 
from this discussion are (1) that taskhır consists primarily of the fact 
that God commands clouds to behave in a certain way, and that they 
behave in full compliance with God’s decrees; and (2) that the way they 
behave has been designed to satisfy certain purposes and to result in cer-
tain benefits.

the understanding of taskhır as meaning primarily to abide by God’s 
decrees is encountered in the other exegetes’ works as well. For exam-
ple, in his interpretation of “and [God] has made the sun and the moon 
and the stars subservient (musakhkhara<t) by his command” (7/al-Aʿra<f: 
54), al-tabarı says, “Your lord is the One who created the heavens, the 
earth, the sun, the moon, and the stars. All of that by his decree. he com-
manded them and they obeyed his command” (t5: 514). therefore, the 
taskhır of these creatures in this case seems to consist in obeying God’s 
command to bring them into existence. ibn Kathır says in his discussion 
of the same verse that “everything is under his coercion, subjugation, 
and will” (iK6: 320). the elements that these discussions highlight are 
God’s full authority over his creatures and the creatures’ absolute obedi-
ence to him, whether at the time he brings them into existence or during 
their continued existence thereafter.

the second element, that is, the element of being designed in a certain 
way to satisfy certain purposes and lead to certain benefits, is present in a 
number of discussions as well. About the taskhır of ships and rivers (14/
ibra<hım: 32), ibn Kathır writes “he ‘subjugated’ ships by causing them 
to float on the currents of sea waters, and ‘subjugated’ the sea to carry 
them” (iK8: 223). Taskhır in this case consists of creating both the sea 
and the ship with certain properties so as to allow the floating and move-
ment of ships in the sea. the emphasis here is rather on the adaptation of 
the sea and the ship to fulfill this purpose as well as the synchronization 
and concord between the two of them. Al-ra<zı explains this point in 
more concrete terms. he asks, “how could it be said that it is God who 
made ships serviceable (sakhkhara) to [us] when ships are manufactured 
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by humans?” to answer this question, he first cites the opinion of his own 
(Ashʿarı) school, which simply states that this is possible because God is 
the ultimate Creator of humans’ acts. Al-ra<zı, however, does not seem to 
be satisfied with this answer, as he supersedes it with the muʿtazilı stand 
on this question. he says,

if God did not create trees, iron, and the various tools needed to manufacture 
ships; if he did not make known to people how to use all these items; if he did 
not create water as a running body which allows ships to move on it; if he did 
not create winds with their powerful movement; and if he did not widen and 
deepen rivers enough to allow the movement of ships in them; it would have 
been impossible to benefit from these ships. he is the manager (Mudabbir) and 
subjugator (Musakhkhir) of these matters. (r19: 10)

A similar analysis is offered in the context of the taskhır of birds. the 
Qur’an says, “have they not seen the birds obedient (musakhkhara<t) in 
mid-air? none holds them save God” (16/al-nahl: 79). Al-ra<zı points out 
that God “created birds in a way which allows them to fly and created the 
space in a way which makes flying in it possible. to birds he gave wings 
which they can expand and contract, while he made the space penetra-
ble due to its subtle constitution” (r20: 73). then, both bird and space 
are created with certain properties so as to allow the act of flying to take 
place. the point these discussions highlight is that the concept of taskhır 
implies, on the one hand, full obedience to God and total conformity to 
his decrees, and on the other, the adaptability of the things that are said 
to be musakhkhar to certain purposes. the first principle implies that the 
created beings have no choice but to be in the state in which God created 
them, implying God’s absolute authority; the second is that the state in 
which he created them is destined to satisfy certain (beneficial) purposes 
and a general sense of harmony, implying God’s wisdom and mercy.

Al-Qurtubı is keener than the three other exegetes on emphasizing the 
element of benefits that can be reaped from taskhır mainly by humans, 
but occasionally by other creatures as well. For example, in his discussion 
of “and compelled the sun and the moon to be of service” (13/al-raʿd: 
2), he says, “[God] subdued (dhallala) them to benefit his creation and 
to serve the interests of his [human] subjects,” even if the idea of ser-
vice, contrary to what the english translation may suggest, is not mani-
fest in the original Arabic (the verb sakhkhara here is not accompanied 
by the preposition li). nonetheless, Al-Qurtubı adds that “every created 
being is subdued (mudhallal) to the Creator,” which not only highlights 
God’s omnipotence, but shows that humans as well are among the sub-
dued beings (Q9: 184). About the subjugation of the sun and the moon  
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(31/luqma<n: 29), al-Qurtubı says, “he subdued them by [forcing them] 
to rise and set in order to determine the appointed times (taqdıran li-al-
a<ja<l) and to acquire benefits” (Q14: 53). in al-Qurtubı’s discussion even 
the taskhır of birds in the open air (16/al-nahl: 79) may entail benefits 
for humans because these birds in their flying state serve as signs of God’s 
attributes (Q10: 100). Obviously, al-Qurtubı’s insistence on highlighting 
the element of benefit for humans is not unjustified, as the Qur’an states 
on two occasions that everything God created is indeed musakhkhar (ser-
viceable/adapted) to humans. nonetheless, the Qur’an does not always 
highlight the point of serviceability the way al-Qurtubı does.

the idea of coercion does not seem to be an essential component in 
the notion of taskhır. When God orders or intends a certain being to do 
something, he is inevitably obeyed, however, it is doubtful that God’s 
commands are necessarily imposed by force or that this obedience con-
flicts with the will of the commanded party. rather, a number of uses 
of the verb sakhkhara indicate that God enacts his will in subtle and 
agreeable ways. in fact, this subtlety and agreeability are clear even in the 
cases when God “subjugates” human beings to one another, as reflected in 
many usages of the verb sakhkhara in a variety of Arabic texts. For exam-
ple, in his famous hamziyya (hamza-rhyming poem), the poet al-Būsırı 
(d. 696/1296) says in an allusion to the Prophet’s foster mother halıma 
al-saʿdiyya,

When God leads someone to serve the blessed,

that person, herself, becomes blessed!

(idha< sakhkhara al-Ila<hu una<san li-saʿıdin, fa-innahumu’suʿada<ʾu)22

Al-Būsırı here is alluding specifically to the fact that by overtaking the 
task of suckling muhammad during his infancy, everything in halıma 
and her family’s lives changed toward the better. most notably, they 
prospered financially in a way they had never witnessed or anticipated 
before. thus, through a certain combination of events, God seems first to 
have subtly led halıma to take up the responsibility of suckling the baby 
muhammad, thus putting her at his service.23 then, he followed this act 
by showering his blessings on her and her family. Although the poet uses 
the verb sakhkhara, no attitude of coercion can be detected in this scene.

22 muhammad ibn Yūsuf al-sha<mı, Subul al-huda< wa-al-rasha<d fı sırat khayr al-ʿiba<d 
(Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿilmiyya, 1993), 1: 392.

23 it was customary for prominent meccan families to entrust their newborn children to 
foster mothers who live in the desert. muhammad, being an orphan, was not halıma’s 
first choice. she decided to take him only when all other infants were taken. For more on 
halıma al-saʿdiyya, see EI 2, s.v. “halıma al-saʿdiyya” (by montgomery Watt).
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Al-Ja<hız also asserts that

none of God’s creatures can meet all his needs without obtaining help from 
someone that has been made serviceable to him (bi-baʿdi man sukhkhira lahu). 
thus, someone can be of service to the remotest or most distant person. the most 
eminent person can be useful to the most unimportant one. monarchs need boors 
and boors need monarchs; it is the same with the wealthy and the poor; the slave 
and the master.24

Although al-Ja<hız proceeds to explain that the taskhır of nonhuman 
creatures to humans is sometimes performed in less subtle ways, he still 
highlights that the raison d’être of taskhır is the state of being in need. 
thus, the mere fact that humans need service either from fellow humans 
or from other creatures is a sign of lack of self-sufficiency rather than 
superiority. moreover, the examples he cites further illustrate the subtlety 
of taskhır.

the poet and judge Zayn al-Dın ibn al-Wardı (d. 749/1348 or 9) says 
in one of his poems:

Glory be to the One who has put at my service (sakhkhara lı)
An envious person to give me fame,
Why would i take offense at someone,
Whose backbiting earns me acclaim?25

these verses show even further how intricate the process of taskhır can be. 
An act that is motivated by hatred may benefit the person it was intended 
to harm. in this case, according to the poet, God caused the “envious 
person” to be of service to the person whom he envies not through coer-
cion, but rather through the ironical process of turning the outcome of 
his hatred (backbiting) into “fame.” By considering these cases of taskhır, 
this concept appears to imply subtle adaptation and adjustment rather 
than coercion. the idea of subjugation is perhaps still intended in the 
concept of taskhır, however, its aim is to indicate that the subjugator is in 
full control over the thing she/he subjugates, and not necessarily that she/
he exercises his/her authority in a coercive manner.

The concept of taskhır in the Qur’an
Sakhkhara and musakhkhar. the notion of taskhır occurs twenty-four 
times in the Qur’an, in twenty-three of which it occurs in the second form, 
either as a verb (sakhkhara) or as a passive participle (musakhkhar).26 the 

24 Abū ʿuthma<n ʿAmr ibn Bahr al-Ja<hız, Kita<b al-hayawa<n (Cairo: mustafa< al-Ba<bı, 1965), 
1: 43–4.

25 muhammad ibn sha<kir al-Kutubı, Fawa<t al-wafa<ya<t (Beirut: Da<r sa<dir, 1974), 3: 159–60.
26 this does not include all derivatives of the root s-kh-r, some of which are related to the 

idea of mockery.
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agent of the verb sakhkhara in the Qur’an is invariably God and never the 
human being. likewise, when the idea of subjugation/adaptation occurs 
in the form of a passive participle (musakhkhar/musakhkhara<t) modify-
ing beings that are either subdued to God’s command or made service-
able to humans, the exegetes agree that it is always God who subdues, 
subjugates, or makes them serviceable. therefore, in these twenty-three 
instances God never delegates the authority component of taskhır to any 
created being, which means that the element of superiority that emanates 
from this component is exclusively reserved for God.

Additionally, the verb sakhkhara and the passive participle musakh-
khar occur eight times in the Qur’an without being accompanied by an 
indirect object,27 mostly when discussing the taskhır of celestial bodies, 
once when discussing the taskhır of clouds, and once when discussing the 
taskhır of birds. this suggests that the element of service that can ben-
efit humans is not part of the picture or at least that the emphasis is on 
the relationship between God and these creatures. Although in a number 
of these instances the consulted exegetes insist on seeing these instances 
of taskhır usage as having a beneficial impact on humans (as is often 
the case with al-Qurtubı), in many others, they state that taskhır sim-
ply means the obedience of the creatures in question to God. therefore, 
taskhır can be a relationship between certain or most creatures and God 
independently from human beings. Being of service to humans can be a 
byproduct of taskhır, however, it is not always portrayed as an essential 
dimension in this concept. thus, even if one assumes that the element of 
serving humans relegates the serviceable creatures to an inferior status 
(which, as argued earlier, is not necessarily the case anyway), possessing 
a function that seems to have priority over this one, which is obedience 
to God, diminishes the significance of this servitude and consequently the 
status that results from it for those who benefit from it.

Sukhriyy. the only time a derivative of sakhkhara (with the possible 
meaning of subjugation/serviceability)28 occurs in the Qur’an in a form 
other than the second is in the sura entitled al-Zukhruf (Ornaments of 
Gold) where it is said,

We have apportioned among them their livelihood in the life of the world, and 
raised some of them above others in rank that some of them may take labour 
from others [literally: that some of them take others as sukhriyy (servants)]; 

27 that is, without stating that a certain creature is musakhkhar to someone.
28 Another possible meaning proposed for the word sukhriyy in this verse is mockery  

(Q16: 56).
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and the mercy of your lord is better than (the wealth) that they amass. (43/al-
Zukhruf: 32)

A few observations can be made about this verse. First, this is the only 
verse where a taskhır-related idea is present in the Qur’an without hav-
ing God as its agent, or at least not in such a direct way as it is in all the 
other instances. second, this is the only time this idea is encountered in an 
entirely human context and without involving nonhuman beings. third, 
this is the only verse in the Qur’an where this idea is explicitly accom-
panied by the idea of status and hierarchy. in view of this, it is perhaps 
justified to conclude that at the level of inter-human relations, the Qur’an 
acknowledges (1) that humans have the possibility of subjugating one 
another and (2) that in the human context this type of subjugation may 
entail status and social hierarchy. the same is not said to be the case in 
humans’ relations with other beings. in other words, the Qur’an never 
says that humans have the possibility of subjugating other beings; all 
they can do is to take service from other beings in ways that have been 
designed by God. Additionally, the Qur’an never brings up the concepts 
of status and hierarchy when discussing other beings’ serviceability to 
humans.

it is important to point out, however, that even this inter-human 
subjugation is clearly different from God’s subjugation of his crea-
tures because this verse does not use the second form of this word 
(sakhkhara/musakhkhar), which gives the clear-cut image of someone 
fully in control over someone in a full state of obedience. Furthermore, 
although humans may derive some status from subjugating or taking ser-
vice [in an authoritative manner?] from fellow humans and may take 
pride in this type of status, from a divine perspective this social hierarchy 
is meaningless. this Qur’anic stance is clear not only in the last sentence 
of this verse, which states that “the mercy of your lord is better than [the 
wealth] that they amass,” but also in the following verse, which goes so 
far as to say that “were it not that mankind would have become one com-
munity, We might well have appointed, for those who disbelieve in the 
Beneficent, roofs of silver for their houses and stairs [of silver] whereby to 
mount” (43/al-Zukhruf: 33). Al-Qurtubı comments on this verse saying 
that, in the opinion of muslim scholars, “[God] points in this verse to the 
worthlessness (haqa<ra) and triviality (qillat khatar) of temporal things 
and possessions. such possessions are so worthless for him,” al-Qurtubı 
continues, “that, if it were not for the risk of encouraging people to dis-
believe, he could have allowed the houses of all disbelievers to be made 
of gold and silver” (Q16: 56). therefore, the status that the affluent may 
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derive from having possessions and servants does not entail any status 
with God and consequently is of no avail to them. in any case, whatever 
the significance of this type of taskhır, it does not extend to humans’ rela-
tions with other beings, including other animals.

Sakhkhara versus dhallala. As we have already seen, the Qur’an uses 
the verb sakhkhara or its derivatives to convey the idea of subjugation or 
serviceability of all creatures. however, when the subjugation of anʿa<m 
is discussed, it uses the verb dhallala. Although the two verbs are close in 
meaning and are sometimes considered synonyms, the verb dhallala con-
notes a stronger impact on its object than the verb sakhkhara. As noticed 
in al-ra<zı’s commentary on 36/Ya<sın: 73, wild animals are not considered 
mudhallal to humans, from which one can conclude that the verb dhal-
lala, at least in al-ra<zı’s understanding, involves the idea of domestica-
tion. the verb dhallala and some of its derivatives are also used in the 
Qur’an in relation to the land, which is made smooth for humans (67/
al-mulk: 15), “the ways” (subul) that are “dhulul” for bees (16/al-nahl: 
69), and in relation to the fruits in heaven, which are made easy to pick 
(76/al-insa<n: 14). therefore, dhallala means also to make amenable and 
easy, and not merely serviceable. Both ideas (domestication and mak-
ing amenable) are absent from the concept of taskhır. Furthermore, in 
the Qur’anic context, something can be musakhkhar to humans without 
having the natural course of its existence affected by this function. For 
example, celestial bodies, as explained in Lisa<n al-ʿarab, are musakhkhar 
to humans in that they help travelers find their ways. Celestial bodies, just 
by revolving naturally in their orbits, provide this service to humans; they 
do not have to go out of their way to be of service to them. in the case 
of dhallala, however, the creature that is mudhallal has to do something 
extra in the process of being of service to humans. Anʿa<m are particu-
larly made amenable to humans (perhaps through domestication), and 
presumably the shape of the land has to be changed (smoothed) to be 
of service to humans. therefore, although both verbs imply the idea of 
providing service, dhallala seems to involve also the element of servitude 
and not only serviceability. therefore, the word that has more impact 
on other animals’ status is dhallala and not sakhkhara. As we have seen 
earlier, the only animal category that is mudhallal to humans accord-
ing to the Qur’an is anʿa<m, a word which, when discussed in a tadhlıl 
context, refers to camels only. it should be remembered also that just as 
in the case with sakhkhara, the element of authority in the verb dhal-
lala in its Qur’anic usage is also the monopoly of God. Anʿa<m are made 
easy to use by humans, however, the one who presumably rendered them 
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predisposed for that and under whose control they continue to be is God, 
not humans.

Permanence of taskhır and tadhlıl
the other pertinent question in the discussion of taskhır is whether the 
serviceability of all creatures to humans is a permanent state. in other 
words, when the Qur’an says that everything on earth and in the heavens 
is serviceable to humans, does it mean that they are so without interrup-
tion? none of the consulted exegetes provides an answer to this question, 
but one usage of the verb sakhkhara in the Qur’an suggests the conclu-
sion that taskhır is temporary. so far, the meanings of sakhkhara that 
have been discussed indicate the compliance of certain beings with God’s 
decrees, and, when the verb is accompanied by the preposition li, some-
thing is made serviceable to someone. however, in one instance (remark-
ably, the last time the concept of taskhır is encountered in the Qur’an), in 
the description of the punishment of the tribe of ʿAd, who disbelieved in 
the Judgment Day, the Qur’an says, “And as for ʿAd, they were destroyed 
by a fierce roaring wind, which he imposed on them for seven nights and 
eight days” (69/al-ha<qqa: 6–7), using the verb sakhkhara accompanied 
with the preposition ʿ ala< (against) to communicate the idea of sending the 
wind against them. therefore, the wind, which is among the phenomena 
that are usually made serviceable to humans, can in other circumstances 
cease to be of service and even work against humans in compliance with 
God’s will.

Wind is not the only being that can be turned against humans. 
nonhuman animals also sometimes become tools of punishment directed 
against certain human individuals or communities. in fact, the Qur’an 
tells us about a number of instances in which nonhuman animals served 
as instruments of punishment, or, to put it in other words, served as God’s 
soldiers who fought against God’s human enemies. in the following sec-
tion i will discuss these punishment stories and consider their implica-
tions on the status of nonhuman animals.

Punishment stories. Perhaps the most famous of the Qur’anic punishment 
stories in which nonhuman animals were involved is that of the “elephant,” 
to which a whole sura, albeit one of the shortest, is dedicated. A similar 
intervention by a nonhuman animal in the course of human events is 
found in the story of “nimrod,” the details of which are related only in 
exegetical works. in these two stories, entire nonhuman animal herds 
attacked and completely destroyed entire human armies. Other animals 
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inflicted milder types of punishment on Pharaoh and his people before 
they were drowned. in this situation, different animals sequentially waged 
attacks against humans, after which they retreated without causing their 
total destruction. in another situation, one small animal was able to cause 
serious damage to a group of humans, the people of sheba.

the elephant and the flying creatures. the Qur’an says, “have 
you not seen how your lord dealt with the owners of the elephant? Did 
he not bring their stratagem to naught, And send against them swarms of 
flying creatures, Which pelted them with stones of baked clay, And made 
them like green crops devoured (by cattle)” (105/al-Fıl: 1–5)?

the owners of the elephant, the exegetes tell us, are Abraha al-habashı, 
a ruler of Yemen, and his army, who attacked mecca in the year of the 
Prophet muhammad’s birth.29 Abraha, we are told, built a magnificent 
cathedral in Yemen to which he decided to attract the pilgrims who usu-
ally go to the Kaʿba in mecca. When the Arabs heard about his plan, 
one of them traveled to Yemen for the sole purpose of debasing the new 
church to convey to Abraha that it was not worthy of such an honor. 
this, naturally, infuriated the ruler, who in reaction went to mecca with 
a huge army to destroy the Kaʿba. in Abraha’s army there was at least 
one elephant, called mahmūd, which he planned to use in the destruc-
tion of the shrine. however, when they reached their target, someone 
whispered in the elephant’s ear: “mahmūd, you are in God’s sanctified 
city. Be wise and kneel down or go back whence you have come.” the 
elephant immediately knelt down; no matter how hard they pushed, hit, 
and made it suffer, it refused to move toward the Kaʿba. Whenever they 
turned it in a different direction, however, it moved swiftly without any 
resistance. While Abraha and his men were still dealing with the elephant, 
an army of flying creatures that looked like birds came from the direction 
of the sea, each carrying three pebbles, one in the beak and one in each 
claw, which they threw on the soldiers. Anyone struck by a pebble, the 
exegetes tell us, either fell dead immediately or perished by partial dis-
integration of his body while running away from the scene of the battle. 
Abraha was among those whose bodies disintegrated gradually along the 
way back; eventually his chest split open, causing his demise. With the 
possible exception of two people who only lost their sight and/or became 

29 it is also suggested that this incident occurred 40 or 23 years before the birth of the 
Prophet. see lawrence i. Conrad, “Abraha and muhammad: some Observations A 
Propos of Chronology and literary ‘topoi’ in the early Arabic historical tradition,” 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, university of london, 50, 2 
(1987): 225–40.
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paralyzed, no one in Abraha’s army was saved. in one version, the casual-
ties even included another elephant which, unlike the elephant mahmūd, 
obeyed its human masters and proceeded toward the Kaʿba to destroy it 
(t2: 697; r32: 91–2; Q20: 128–132; iK14: 455–9).

Opinions differ about the nature of the flying creatures. According to 
some, they looked like supernatural beings that may have been created for 
the specific purpose of fighting this war. Others maintain that they were 
regular birds, which were (or looked like) swallows or pigeons, just like 
the ones seen in mecca (t12: 697–8; Q20: 134; iK14: 460–1). Whether 
natural or supernatural, all accounts agree that these birds waged a well-
organized attack on Abraha and his army. it is reported that they arrived 
in mecca on the eve of the attack. in the morning, armed with their 
pebbles, they were divided into troops, each under the leadership of a red 
bird (Q20: 132), hence displaying a commendable level of organization 
and discipline.

the story of nimrod. nimrod is not mentioned by name in the Qur’an, 
but rather alluded to in verse 2/al-Baqara: 258 as one who had an argu-
ment with Abraham about his lord. A descendant of the Prophet noah, 
the exegetes tell us, nimrod was the king of Babylon and one of the four 
greatest kings who ever ruled on earth. however, his rule was character-
ized by tyranny. in fact, he was not only a mighty and tyrannical king, but 
was also the first ever to establish tyrannical rule on earth and the first 
human to claim divinity for himself, something that he continued to do 
even after Abraham was able to prove the fallacy of his claim (t3: 25–7; 
r7: 20; Q3: 184; iK2: 450–1). three times God sent him an angel invit-
ing him to embrace the true faith, yet to no avail. the third time nimrod 
told the angel that he and God should face each other in a war. When 
nimrod ventured forth with his army, God sent a huge army of mosqui-
toes against them, devouring the flesh and blood of his soldiers. nimrod 
himself was saved from immediate death, however, one of the mosqui-
toes went inside his head through his nose and remained there eating his 
brain, so that the greatest favor one could do him was to hit his head 
with a hammer to alleviate his pain. this remained his condition until 
he died, either 40 days or 400 years later, depending on the exegetes’ dif-
ferent accounts (t3: 27; Q3: 184; iK2: 452). As in the previous case, the 
punishment inflicted on this army was tremendously harsh and illustrates 
how, once God wills it, even small animals such as birds or even small 
insects can have the upper hand in dealing with humans. it is perhaps also 
significant that in both instances God chose armies of nonhuman earthly 
animals, when he could have chosen human or even angelic armies.
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Pharaoh and nonhuman animals. When Pharaoh and his people 
insisted on disbelieving in the message of the Prophet moses and on mis-
treating the israelites, the Qur’an tells us, God “let loose on them the 
flood (tūfa<n), locusts, lice, frogs, [and] blood” (7/al-Aʿra<f: 133). in a ver-
sion related by all four consulted exegetes, God punished Pharaoh and 
his people by sending down on them this pouring rain. Al-ra<zı writes,

the rain continued incessantly for a whole week, day and night from saturday to 
saturday, to the point that they could see neither the sun nor the moon. none of 
them could go out. eventually they cried for help to Pharaoh, who asked moses 
to lift the punishment, in return for which they would accept his message and let 
the Children of israel leave egypt with him. (r14: 177)

moses did so, and not only did the rain stop, but also the abundance of 
water allowed them to have an excellent crop. When they saw that the 
flood was turned to their benefit, they changed their minds and broke 
their promise. so for a whole week, God sent another plague against 
them, the locusts, which ate up most of their crop. Once again, they asked 
moses to pray for them, giving him the same promise. When the locusts 
left, they realized that the crops that were left were enough for them, 
leading them yet again to break their promise. so God sent against them 
al-qummal, which is either grain borers that ate up most of their crop, 
animal ticks that attacked them and their livestock, lice, or all three types 
of insects together. like the previous plagues, this one was imposed on 
them for a whole week, and the insects were glued to their skin, hair, 
eyelids, and eyebrows and even entered their eyes. the same pattern, of 
resorting to moses and then breaking the promise after the punishment 
was lifted, was repeated. the next plague was an attack waged by frogs, 
which invaded every inch of their dwellings, including their beds and 
their kitchens, and reached the point that, whenever they opened their 
mouths, frogs would jump in. One week later, after moses had prayed to 
God to lift his punishment, the frogs departed. the last of these plagues 
consisted in the turning of all their water into blood so that they had no 
water to drink for a whole week (t9: 31–42; r14: 177; Q7: 171–2; iK6: 
376–7). the punishments that the locusts, the small insects, and the frogs 
inflicted on Pharaoh and his people differ from the two previous ones in 
a significant way. these attacks involving animals are not as destructive 
as those waged against the owners of the elephant and on nimrod and 
his army, hence presenting nonhuman animals as well-disciplined sol-
diers who comply with orders to retreat just as promptly as they do with 
orders to attack.

        



Are they inferior? 107

the rodent and the people of sheba. the Qur’an says:

there was indeed a sign for sheba in their dwelling place: two gardens on the 
right hand and the left (as who should say): eat of the provision of your lord and 
render thanks to him. A fair land and an indulgent lord! But they were froward, 
so We sent on them the flood of ʿ iram, and in exchange for their two gardens gave 
them two gardens bearing bitter fruit, the tamarisk and here and there a lote-tree. 
(34/sabaʾ: 15–6)

Both better and worse times for sheba had something to do with nonhu-
man animals. the consulted exegetes explain that their land is described 
as fair (tayyiba) because of its abundance of fruits and the fact that they 
had no venomous animals, fleas, pests, or vermin (t10: 361; r25: 217; 
Q14: 182; iK11: 274). Al-Qurtubı even says that, when “caravans that 
came to them had lice or other insects in their clothes, all these insects died 
as soon as the land of sheba came into the travelers’ sight” (Q14: 182). 
the people of sheba were able to reach this level of prosperity mainly 
because of a dam, possibly built by the Queen of sheba. eventually, how-
ever, they became ungrateful to God, continuing to disbelieve in him in 
spite of the large number of Prophets he sent to them (t10: 361; Q14: 
182; iK11: 274). so God sent against them a mouse or a rat, which dug 
a hole in the dam so that, when the rain filled it with water, the puncture 
kept widening until the dam burst open, flooding the land and destroying 
its previous state of well-being (t10: 363; Q14: 183; iK11: 284).

the Prophet Jonah and the whale. Although our exegetes are con-
vinced that these stories are instances of punishment, the same certainty 
is not felt in the case of the Jonah story. the Qur’an says,

Jonah verily was of those sent (to warn), When he fled unto the ship, And then 
drew lots and was of those rejected; And the fish swallowed him while he was 
blameworthy; And had he not been of those who glorify (God), he would have 
tarried in its belly till the day when they are raised. (37/al-sa<ffa<t: 139–45)

the consulted exegetes differ over the reason for Jonah’s anger. some 
of the opinions propose that he was angry with the people to whom he 
was sent because they insisted on rejecting his message. Another version 
states that he was angry with God, thinking that he let him down when 
he lifted the punishment from the people to whom Jonah was sent for no 
apparent reasons. in a third version, Jonah became angry because he was 
rushed into the mission for which he was chosen (t9: 73–5; r22: 184–5, 
Q11: 218–9; iK9: 434).
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Jonah took a ship that was soon discovered to be overloaded, lead-
ing to the decision of disposing one of the passengers lest all of them be 
drowned. When they cast lots to decide who to dispose of, three times 
Jonah’s name emerged as the one to be sacrificed. When he jumped out 
of the ship, instead of drowning in the sea Jonah was swallowed by a 
whale. the exegetes say that God inspired the whale neither to scratch 
Jonah’s flesh, nor to break his bones, for its stomach was to serve only as 
his prison. When Jonah found himself in the whale’s stomach, he initially 
thought he was dead, however, when he was able to move his limbs, he 
realized that such was not the case. the whale took him to the bottom 
of the sea, where he could hear sounds that he could not interpret until 
God informed him that they were glorification hymns (tasbıh) of sea ani-
mals. so Jonah immediately joined in, praising God and asking him for 
forgiveness. the whale eventually cast him out of its stomach (t9: 77–8; 
Q10: 220; iK9: 434–6). therefore, just as one sea animal served to inflict 
a punishment on him or to teach him a divine lesson, it is possible in a 
way to come to the conclusion that Jonah owed his salvation to other sea 
animals, which, through their glorification of God, inspired him to do the 
same, thus leading him to obtain God’s forgiveness.

the exegetes are not certain that this incident represents a punishment 
for the Prophet Jonah. On the one hand, they relate a hadıth in which 
the Prophet is reported to have said that “Jonah praised God while he 
was inside the whale’s stomach. When his praise reached the angels, they 
said: ‘God, we hear a familiar voice coming from a strange land.’ God 
answered them saying: ‘that is my servant Jonah. he disobeyed me so 
i imprisoned him in a whale’s stomach.’ the angels wondered: ‘is it the 
good servant from whom good deeds are raised to You daily?’ When 
God replied affirmatively, they interceded for him and God commanded 
the whale to release him on the seashore” (t9: 78; iK9: 436; Q15: 81). 
therefore, this hadıth indicates that Jonah was indeed blameworthy and 
that the incident of the whale came about as consequence of his misdeed, 
which fact suggests a punishment. On the other hand, the exegetes are 
reluctant to admit that a prophet can really disobey God. Al-Qurtubı con-
siders the purpose of this incident to be only Jonah’s purification (tamhıs) 
from a small sin (Q11: 221), whereas al-ra<zı argues that anger, of which 
Jonah was accused, was for the sake of God (and not against God), and 
that he allowed himself to be angry because anger was not prohibited at 
his time. nonetheless, al-ra<zı admits that this prophet should have been 
more patient and should have waited for God’s permission before leav-
ing the people to whom he was sent (r22: 186). so in al-ra<zı’s opinion, 
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the small mistake did not consist of doing something wrong, but rather 
of opting for the less good deed despite the fact that he was capable of 
choosing the better one. At any rate, all exegetes agree that Jonah did not 
commit a grave sin.

these incidents show that the central component of the taskhır con-
cept is obedience to God rather than serviceability to humans. this is 
not to minimize the value of the serviceability component of this con-
cept. Taskhır is certainly presented as a grace from God toward humans. 
however, in view of the preceding discussion, it is perhaps safe to suggest 
that although the default situation is that everything is musakhkhar (ser-
viceable / adapted to / actually or potentially beneficial) to humans, in 
some circumstances, when humans persist in their disobedience to God, 
taskhır retains the aspect of obedience to God but not the serviceability 
component.

The scope of taskhır and tadhlıl
the Qur’an also says, “And your lord inspired the bee, saying: Choose 
habitations in the hills and in the trees and in that which they thatch; then 
eat of all fruits, and follow the ways of your lord, made smooth (dhulul) 
[for you]” (16/al-nahl: 68–9). the exegetes have two opinions about the 
function of the word dhulul in this verse. in al-Qurtubı’s view, the word 
dhulul in the sentence “wa-’slukı subula rabbiki dhulula<” is considered 
an adverb modifying the bee itself. his point is that the bee has been 
commanded to be amenable or obedient to humans thus enabling them 
to move the beehives. Al-Qurtubı considers that the bees are serviceable 
to humans just like anʿa<m, which God has made amenable (dhallala) to 
humans (Q10: 89).

the other opinion considers that the adverb dhulul modifies “the 
ways” which are made smooth to the bee. ibn Kathır considers this to be 
more fitting to the context of the verse and asserts that God has permitted 
“the bee to follow the paths that he made “mudhallal” (smooth) for it so 
that it can go wherever it wants in the midst of this huge atmosphere, the 
vast prairies, the valleys, and the high mountains” (iK8: 325). muja<hid 
(d. 104/722), who is quoted here by al-tabarı, says, “Bees find none of 
their paths arduous” (t7: 613).30 some of the opinions Al-tabarı quotes 
are still inclined to understand the verses as referring to the serviceability 
of bees to humans, but he concludes his discussion saying, “however, we 

30 Abū al-hajja<j muja<hid ibn Jabr al-makhzūmı, Tafsır Muja<hid (islamabad: majmaʿ 
al-Buhūth al-isla<miyya, 1970), 1: 349.
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have chosen that the word dhulul is an attribute of the paths, because this 
is more fitting to the context” (t7: 614).

Al-ra<zı adds another interpretation to this verse. he says that it means 
“eat from any fruit you like, and once you do that, follow the ways that 
God has inspired and made understandable to you in making honey” 
(r20: 58). therefore, the ways here are not necessarily or only the phys-
ical paths that the bee takes in search for pollen but rather the abstract 
knowledge that God has taught to the bee involving the making of honey. 
About the function of the attribute dhulul, al-ra<zı cites both opinions, 
that is, that it modifies either the paths or the bee, without giving prefer-
ence to either of them. Because he adds a new interpretation to the word 
path, however, it is also possible to deduce that not only physical ways 
may be amenable to the bee, but abstract or “mental” ones as well.

in his interpretation of “have they not seen the birds above them 
spreading out their wings and closing them? naught upholds them save 
the Beneficent. he is seer of all things” (67/al-mulk: 19), ibn Kathır also 
states that the air is “subjugated” or “made serviceable” to birds out of 
God’s mercy and benevolence. About “he is seer of all things” ibn Kathır 
says that “he is seer of all that benefits each of his creatures,” hence 
maintaining that all creatures, and not only humans, have a share in God’s 
attention and benevolence (iK14: 76). Al-Qurtubı also notes that “in the 
same way that God made the earth smooth (dhallala) for humankind, 
he made the air smooth for birds” (Q18: 142). therefore, although the 
Qur’an affirms that everything God created is musakhkhar to humans and 
presents “the rest of creation constantly [as] shaped around our human 
needs,”31 it does not mean everything is musakhkhar to humans only, nor 
that creation is shaped exclusively around human needs. if one accepts the 
opinion of these exegetes, at least some of God’s creation, the atmosphere, 
prairies, valleys, mountains, and abstract knowledge, are musakhkhar or 
mudhallal to other animal species, such as bees and birds. By analogy, it 
is plausible to infer from these discussions that God made serviceable to 
every animal the things it needs for its survival, such as the space where it 
moves. in fact, the mule in ikhwa<n al-safa<ʾ ’s treatise goes so far as to state 
that “God created all creatures in the heavens and on earth and subjugated 
them / made them serviceable to one another,”32 thus not only presenting 
taskhır as a privilege bestowed (perhaps equally) on all or many crea-
tures, but also suggesting that even humans can be musakhkhar to other 

31 Daniel madigan, “themes and topics,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’a<n, ed. 
Jane mcAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 2006), 82.

32 ikhwa<n al-safa<ʾ, The Case of the Animals, 106.
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creatures. Obviously, this is not an unimaginable idea because humans 
usually (and according to islamic jurisprudence are required to) look after 
the animals they own and provide them with a number of services, and 
in more indirect ways, they can be of service even to animals they do not 
own. An anecdote related in Thima<r al-qulūb shows how a human being 
deemed to enjoy the highest status in human society can be of service to 
an ass. Abū mansūr al-thaʿa<libı (d. 429/1038) relates that

Abū al-hudhayl [ibn al-ʿAlla<f, d. 235/850] once visited [the Caliph] al-maʾmūn 
[r.198–218/813–833] who invited him to share his meal. When the table was set 
and the two of them started eating, Abū al-hudhayl said, “God would not be 
embarrassed of a rightful deed [meaning, “i have no reason to feel shy about a legit-
imate request”]. my servant and my ass are at the door!” Al-maʾmūn answered, 
“you’re right,” and immediately ordered his chamberlain to attend to the needs 
of both of them. Because of this, when muhammad ibn al-Jahm [d. 277/890or1] 
encountered a difficulty, he used to say, “God, who has put al-maʾmūn at the ser-
vice of Abū al-hudhaly’s ass (sakhkhara al-Maʾmūn li-hima<r Abı al-Hudhayl), can 
make this matter easy for us.33

moreover, when the Qur’an discusses the subjugation or serviceability 
of paths to bees, it uses a derivative of the word dhallala, which, as dis-
cussed earlier, implies service in a more tangible way and not of the pas-
sive serviceability or adaptation concept of taskhır.

in the same way that taskhır may be a privilege extended to many, 
probably to all God’s creatures, in the sense that they can be of service 
to one another directly or indirectly and knowingly or unknowingly, it is 
also possible to interpret the verse “he it is Who created for you all that 
is in the earth” (2/al-Baqara: 29) in a nonrestrictive way. this view in fact 
seems to be corroborated by another verse, stating, “And the earth has he 
spread out for all living beings” (55/al-rahma<n: 10).34 the word ana<m, 
translated here as “all living beings,” is often understood as a reference 
to all animals. ibn ʿAbba<s, reported by al-tabarı, defines the word as 
“any creature that has a soul (kull dhı rūh)” (t11: 577). Al-Qurtubı cites 
al-Dahha<k in whose opinion this word means “any being that moves on 
the face of the earth” (Q17: 102). Al-ra<zı also seems to hold the opinion 
that the word ana<m refers to all animals. he says,

the word ‘ana<m’ includes human beings and other animals (yajmaʿ al-insa<n wa-
ghayrahu min al-hayawa<n), for it does not have to be restricted to humans only. 
if, however, the word ‘ana<m’ is understood as a reference to human beings only, 

33 Abū al-mansūr b. muhammad al-thaʿa<libı al-nısa<būrı, Thima<r al-qulūb fı al-muda<f 
wa-al-mansūb (Cairo: Da<r al-maʿa<rif, 1985), 365.

34 translation of muhammad Asad.
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it must be because humans benefit from earth more than other animals do, for 
humans can use things which are on the top of the earth and things [buried] 
inside it. if the ‘ana<m’ is understood as all animals, the point [of the verse] is to 
highlight the magnitude of the benefits. (r29: 82)

in view of the preceding discussion, it is justified to suggest that God 
has created the earth for all animals, not only for humans. this proposi-
tion may still be objected to on the ground that the Qur’an places more 
emphasis on humans in this respect. the reason for this, however, as i 
have noted a number of times, is that the Qur’an is a message addressed 
to humans. it is intended to draw humans’ attention particularly to God’s 
grace toward them in order for them to be thankful to him. in view 
of this, occasional reference to what concerns other creatures suffices to 
remind humans of the fact that the message’s focus on them (humans) 
does not need to be interpreted to mean that they, and only or mainly 
they, matter to God.

Goal of taskhır
the mule in ikhwa<n al-safa<ʾ’s treatise draws attention to another impor-
tant point: the aim of the verses of the Qur’an that deal with the ser-
viceability of anything to humans is to remind the latter of God’s blessings 
and kindness to them.35 this, indeed, is one of the points of these verses. 
the other two points are to invite humans to reflect on these themes as 
well as to show thankfulness for taskhır. For example, the verse that 
establishes the serviceability of “whatsoever is in the skies and what-
soever is in the earth” to humans continues by stating that God “has 
loaded you [humans] with his favours both without and within” (31/
luqma<n: 20). the point of this verse, then, is to highlight God’s compas-
sion and not humans’ special status. likewise, phrases such as “herein 
verily are signs for people who reflect (inna fı dha<lika la-a<ya<tin li-qawmin 
yatafakkarūn)” (45/al-Ja<thiya: 13) or “herein indeed are signs for peo-
ple who have sense (inna fı dha<lika la-a<ya<tin li-qawmin yaʿqilūn)” (16/
al-nahl: 12) accompany the theme of taskhır, hence showing that an 
important goal of these verses is to encourage humans to reflect on God’s 
favors and not simply to enjoy the fruits of taskhır, keeping in mind that 
the two are not mutually exclusive and can be, and are in fact expected 
to be mutually supportive. A number of other verses stress the encour-
agement for thankfulness. For example, the Qur’an says, “And he it is 
Who has constrained the sea to be of service that you eat fresh meat from 

35 ikhwa<n al-safa<ʾ, The Case of the Animals, 106.
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thence, and bring forth from thence ornaments which you wear. And you 
see the ships ploughing it that you [humankind] may seek of his bounty, 
and that haply you may give thanks” (16/al-nahl: 14).

in fact, the phrase “laʿallakum tashkurūn” (that you may give thanks) 
occurs three times in the taskhır verses and is implied in a number of 
other ones. in one of these, the Qur’an says,

God is he Who created the heavens and the earth, and causes water to descend 
from the sky, thereby producing fruits as food for you, and makes the ships to 
be of service unto you, that they may run upon the sea at his command, and has 
made of service unto you the rivers; And makes the sun and the moon, constant 
in their courses, to be of service unto you, and has made of service unto you the 
night and the day. And he gives you of all you ask of him, and if you would 
count the bounty of God you cannot reckon it. man is verily a wrong-doer, an 
ingrate. (14/ibra<hım: 32–4)

therefore, by enumerating different blessings, these verses are again 
highlighting God’s mercy and kindness to humans, not the importance 
or centrality of humans in the universe or vis-à-vis other beings. in fact, 
humans’ depiction in these verses is clearly negative: “man is verily a 
wrong-doer (z alūm), an ingrate (kaffa <r),” they assert, using the inten-
sive forms of these two adjectives. in view of this repeated failure to 
show thankfulness for taskhı r and other favors, it is perhaps not sur-
prising that the last occurrence of the taskhı r concept in the Qur’an 
is with the preposition ʿala < (against) in which the taskhı r process is 
turned against a group of humans considered to be among the most 
ungrateful. One wonders if a tacit warning is implied here. if humans 
persist in showing ingratitude, the ultimate outcome may be to turn 
taskhı r against them.

in the exegetes’ discussions, not only is the point of such verses to 
remind humans of God’s favors and of the need to be thankful to him, 
but also to remind them of their own limitations and of their constant 
need for him. For example, in his discussion of the verses 43/al-Zukhruf: 
12–3, ibn Kathır says, “Without God’s subjugation of [camels] to us we 
would not have been able to manage them” (iK12: 301). to illustrate 
humans’ limitations even further, al-Qurtubı relates that,

A group of travelers were in the habit of reciting “Glorified be he Who has sub-
dued these to us, and we were not capable of subduing them” (43/al-Zukhruf: 
13–4) whenever they mounted their camels. One of them, however, whose she-
camel was so weak that it could hardly move, claimed that he could handle “this 
one” without God’s help. no sooner had he uttered this sentence than the she-
camel tossed him off its back, breaking his neck. (Q16: 45)



Animals in the Qur’an114

thus, although the serviceability of a given creature to humans is clearly 
established in the Qur’an, its aim seems to remind humans of their limita-
tions and to urge them to be humble and thankful to God rather than to 
make them feel superior to any other creatures.

Conclusion
Taskhır, a theme that can be cited as one of the indications of humans’ 
superiority to other beings in the Qur’an is about God’s superiority to 
and dominion over his creation, rather than the superiority of humans. 
this is the case for a number of reasons. First, the elements that result in 
unquestionable superiority in this concept are that of control and author-
ity, which are entirely reserved for God, as clearly indicated not only 
by the form in which the words sakhkhara and musakhkhar occur in 
the Qur’an (second form with God as its agent), but by other Qur’anic 
 concepts as well, such as the concept of mulk (sovereignty) and amr (com-
mand), repeatedly said to belong to God alone. in fact, Wadad al-Qadi 
affirms that “[t]here is no ambiguity whatsoever in the Qur’an that all, 
full and absolute authority in the entire universe belongs to God and God 
alone.”36 similarly, in her discussion of the origins of political authority 
in islam, Patricia Crone notes that the fundamental assumption behind 
many of the [extra-Qur’anic] accounts she has investigated “is that all 
the power in the universe and all the physical and moral laws by which it 
is regulated reflect the same ultimate reality, God. God rules in the most 
literal sense of the word.”37 looking at the same topic from a different 
angle, rosalind Gwynne maintains that “[i]mpotence characterizes all 
entities in the Qur’an except God.” she also asserts that “[p]eople and 
nations assume that their power is real; in fact, it is illusory.”38

even in inter-human relations, in which the Qur’an states that it is pos-
sible for humans to take fellow humans as servants and slaves (sukhriyy), 
the Qur’an does not state that humans have the ability to “subjugate” 
one another, but rather “that some of them may take labour from others” 
(43/al-Zukhruf: 32). Al-Qadi notes also that “While the Qur’an presents 
God as empowering both individuals and groups to perform extraordi-
nary acts … such acts do not necessarily provide them with authority.”39 
in the light of this, humans do not appear to be given real authority over 

36 EQ, s.v. “Authority,” (by Wadad al-Qadi).
37 Patricia Crone, God’s Rule: Government and Islam (new York: Columbia university 

Press, 2004), 6.
38 EQ, s.v. “impotence,” (by rosalind W. Gwynne).
39 EQ, s.v. “Authority.”

   

 

 

 

 



Are they inferior? 115

any animals, and, for that matter, over any being. What might sometimes 
appear like the possibility of humans’ control of others is usually pre-
sented in the Qur’an as authority that is at once despotic and ephemeral. 
in the case of other animals, particularly anʿa<m, the Qur’an acknowledges 
that humans have the ability to afflict them with certain types of unnec-
essary suffering (4/al-nisa<ʾ: 119), but such acts are ultimately ascribed to 
the Devil and are clearly punishable.

the second component of the concept of taskhır – the element of ser-
viceability – is certainly presented in the Qur’an as a privilege, but there 
is no indication that this privilege is intended to be an illustration of 
humans’ higher status, nor that it is an expression of their particular 
honor or worth. the serviceability of all beings to humans is meant to 
be an expression of God’s compassion and mercy. moreover, a number 
of indications show that humans are not the only beneficiaries of the 
taskhır phenomenon. the fact that the Qur’an focuses on the taskhır 
of things to humans does not necessarily mean that they are the only or 
primary beneficiaries of this phenomenon. the reason for the empha-
sis placed on humans could simply be that the Qur’an, being a message 
directed to them, frequently presents things from their standpoint or 
emphasizes what is relevant to their experience. Furthermore, the privi-
lege of taskhır is affected by its lack of permanence, as the Qur’an tells us 
of one instance in which a natural phenomenon that is usually of service 
to humans (the wind) becomes a tool that inflicts on a group of them 
a deadly punishment. Because the Qur’an informs us also of a number 
of instances in which nonhuman animals inflicted severe punishment on 
humans, it seems justified to infer that the latter’s subjugation to humans 
is not unconditional or without limit.

Istikhla<f

in a section titled “man’s Dominion over Animals,” masri maintains that 
“islam … designates [man] as [God’s] vicegerent (Khalıfah) on earth,”40 
which indicates that in his opinion the Qur’anic concept of istikhla<f not 
only entails authority but also endows humans with the prerogative of 
ruling specifically over nonhuman animals. Although masri asks the 
important question “Who is this man who has been appointed as God’s 
representative on earth?” thus implying that this “exalted rank” is not 

40 masri, Animal Welfare in Islam, 4.
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conferred on humans unconditionally, it is still debatable whether the 
ideas of authority and representation are intended at all in this concept 
and indeed whether this is an “appointment” meant to confer on the 
supposed appointee any special status. masri’s understanding of the con-
cept of istikhla<f, of course, is far from being an exception. Fritz steppat 
notices that, by the end of the nineteenth century, “we discover that now 
the conception of man as God’s deputy on earth has achieved general rec-
ognition.”41 therefore, it is worthwhile to investigate the history of this 
word to see if what it means to many of us today corresponds to what it 
meant to the early audience of the Qur’an.

the meaning of the word khalıfa and its related forms has been the 
subject of much debate. the reason, as montgomery Watt explains, is 
“that the root of khalıfa has had a rich and varied semantic development 
in Arabic” and that this word “has so many facets that it is hard to know 
which is dominant in certain contexts.”42 the ideas of authority and rep-
resentation appear to have crept into this concept mainly because of the 
fact that this word became the title of the head of the muslim state after 
the Prophet’s death. therefore, to acquire a better understanding of what 
this word means in the Qur’an, one has to take into consideration this 
political factor.

the definition that edward lane provides for the verb khalafa, from 
which the noun khalıfa is derived, is “he came after, followed, succeeded, 
or remained after, another, or another that had perished or died.”43 in the 
Qur’anic context, rudi Paret, who in al-Qadi’s words, “hoped to come to 
some kind of ‘neutral’ but ‘homogenous’ understanding of what the term 
meant in the Qur’an in its various forms (nominal as well as verbal),” 
came to the conclusion that the idea of succeeding is the one that applies 
to this word in all of its Qur’anic usages. After having investigated all the 
occurrences of this and related concepts, Paret noticed first that in most 
cases this concept must be understood:

dans le sens que Dieu fait succomber les peuples ou les générations quand leur 
temps est achevé ou quand, par suite de leur comportement impie, ils ont perdu 
le droit à l’éxistence, et qu’il les remplace par d’autres peuples ou générations. 

41 Fritz steppat, “God’s Deputy: materials on islam’s image of man,” Arabica 36, 2 (1989): 
166–9.

42 montgomery Watt, Islamic Political Thought (edinburgh: edinburgh university Press, 
1968), 32 (emphasis added).

43 edward lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon (edinburgh: Williams and norgate, 1893), 
s.v., “kh-l-f.”
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Ceux-ci sont en conséquence les successeurs et les héritiers de ceux qui les ont 
précédés, mais en aucune façon leurs représentants.44

in the remaining instances, where the “succeeded” or “replaced” party is 
not identified, Paret maintains that it can still be inferred.

there is no disagreement that the ideas of following, succeeding, or 
replacing constitute at least one important dimension in this concept 
in its Qur’anic context. As Paret explains, most of the Qur’anic usages 
make it clear that this, in fact, is its intended meaning. the question, 
therefore, is whether the ideas of succession and replacement are the 
only intended meanings of this word. Paret’s answer to this question is 
unequivocally in the affirmative, but two instances in the Qur’an appear 
to argue against this stance, as it is not known who or what is succeeded 
or replaced. in the first of these, God announces to the angels that he 
is “about to place a khalı fa in the earth” (2/al-Baqara: 30); in the sec-
ond, God addresses the Prophet David telling him “We have set you as a 
khalı fa in the earth; therefore judge aright between mankind” (38/s a <d: 
27). the first of these is easily solved. Paret accepts a background story 
recounted by many exegetes, according to which Adam and his progeny 
are to replace the spiritual beings that used to inhabit the earth. in fact, 
a number of exegetes relate that jinn used to inhabit the earth, how-
ever, they spread corruption and shed blood in it, for which God sent 
against them an army of angels who killed many of them and chased the 
survivors to the distant parts of the planet. God then created Adam to 
replace them. As for the second instance, Paret maintains that the verse 
is telling David that he is to succeed and replace a former sovereign of 
the Children of israel, probably saul. Paret does not ignore the “judg-
ment” part of the verse, which implies authority, and acknowledges that 
“David a naturellement exercé une autorité” but maintains that “son 
titre de h alı fa n’en énonce rien.”45

Paret’s position is far from being universally held. Among the mean-
ings al-tabarı cites for the word khalıfa is someone “who governs in 
[the earth] among his creation by applying his decrees” (t1: 237), thus 
implying the idea of authority. Al-ra<zı and al-Qurtubı also state that one 
of the reasons God calls Adam khalıfa is because he “represents (yakhluf) 
him in ruling over the mukallafın [i.e. those who are required to fol-
low religious precepts]” (r2: 152; Q1: 182). Obviously, because in their 

44 rudi Paret, “significations coranique de halıfa et d’autres derivés de la racine halafa,” 
Sudia Islamica, 31 (1970): 213.

45 Paret, “signification,” 215.
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opinion Adam “yakhluf” God, the word cannot be rendered as “to suc-
ceed” or “to replace,” but rather as to “represent” or to “rule on behalf”  
of God. Among modern scholars, Patricia Crone and martin hinds 
also subscribe to the “representation” meaning, as they see a connection 
between the Qur’anic concept of istikhla<f and the political office of the 
caliphate.46

Although Paret’s conclusion has been contested, the point he makes 
has considerable weight. in refutation of Paret’s argument, Crone and 
hinds cite “the fact that there were exegetes who disagreed with [him].”47 
the disagreement of certain or even most exegetes with Paret, however, 
is hardly surprising considering that most of them were influenced by 
the political reality of khila<fa. Al-Qadi points out that “All these ‘stan-
dard’ commentators lived and wrote mainly after the formation of the 
sunni creed; the earliest among them, tabarı, participated himself in 
this process of its final formation.”48 therefore, it is to be expected that 
the discourse used to legitimize and validate the role of the caliphs by 
entrenching them in the divine scripture was gradually incorporated in 
various islamic writings, particularly Qur’anic commentaries.

Watt, in fact, notices that “[t]here is some evidence to show that thirty 
years after muhammad’s death the umayyad caliphs began to place a 
new interpretation on the word [khalıfa] in order to exalt their office.”49 
Considering the scarcity of written sources from this period, this opinion 
may be difficult to defend. nonetheless, in her study of the earliest works 
of Qur’anic exegesis, al-Qadi was able to find considerable material to 
corroborate this view. Al-Qadi discerned “five main meanings [early 
exegetes] thought the word ‘khalıfa’ and related words possessed,” three 
of which revolve around the ideas of succession and replacement, one 
implying the idea of inhabiting and cultivating, and the last one denoting 
the idea of governing.50 Al-Qadi notes, however, that the only exegete 
who truly subscribed to the last meaning (governing) is sufya<n al-thawrı 
(d. 161/778), but al-thawrı, she observes, “is one exegete, and a late one 
for that matter.” she concludes that the “two meanings which seem to 
have dominated the scene were ‘to succeed’ and to ‘replace.’”51 to the 

46 Patricia Crone and martin hinds, God’s Caliph: Religious Authority in the First Centuries 
of Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 2003), 5.

47 ibid., 5.
48 Wadad al-Qadi, “the term ‘Khalıfa’ in early exegetical literature,” Die Welt des Islams, 

28 (1988): 394–5 (emphasis in the original).
49 Watt, Islamic Political Thought, 33.
50 Al-Qadi, “the term Khalıfa,” 398–405.
51 ibid., 406.
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question “What is man’s distinguishing function as a ‘khalıfa,’” she main-
tains that those exegetes who attempted to provide an answer suggest “to 
cultivate” and “to rule.” in her opinion, however,

since the first suggestion dates from the middle umayyad period and the second 
from the late umayyad one (or possibly from early Abbasid times), it can be 
well argued that these two chronologically successive meanings were the result 
of social change, with the ever increasing urbanization and complexity of islamic 
societies. this proposition can be even further defended on the basis that the 
adherents to these two meanings essentially came from complex metropolises 
such as Basra and Kūfa.52

Al-Qadi observes also that the proponents of these two meanings (culti-
vating and ruling) “had a serious problem,” as their “foundations were 
philologically unsound, for there is nothing in the language to suggest 
that kh-l-f meant ‘to cultivate’ or ‘to rule,’” hence being forced to base 
their conclusions on contextual elements only.53

steppat’s inquiry on the same topic led to similar results. his compari-
son of the interpretation of the term khalıfa in works situated at different 
intervals of islamic history indicates that new shades of meaning crept 
into this concept. the earliest work he considered in this respect is that 
of al-tabarı, who “sticks to his understanding of halıfa as the succession 
of generations.”54 Al-Bayda<wı (d. 685/1286), who lived 400 years after 
al-tabarı, as steppat remarks, gives “‘deputy’ as well as ‘successor’ as the 
meaning of halıfa.” it is worth noting here that al-Qurtubı and al-ra<zı, 
who belong roughly to the same period as al-Bayda<wı, have the same 
understanding of this word. Al-Bayda<wı, however, as steppat notices, 
makes sure to point out that the word khalıfa in the sense of representing 
God applies only to prophets “as mediators between God and ordinary 
men, so that Adam would obtain this rank, not as the first man, but as the 
first prophet.” in comparison with al-Bayda<wı, al-ra<zı and al-Qurtubı do 
not limit the representation function to prophets, however, both of them 
still clearly understand the role of khalıfa in a political sense. Al-ra<zı, as 
noted, considers that a khalıfa is someone who “represents [God] in ruling 
over those who are required to follow religious precepts (mukallafın),” 
whereas al-Qurtubı considers that verse 2/al-Baqara: 30 constitutes the 
scriptural foundation for the obligation to appoint a ruler who is to be 
obeyed” (Q1: 182–9). steppat concludes from his observations that “it 

52 ibid., 407.
53 ibid., 407–8.
54 steppat, “God’s Deputy,” 165.
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has now become permissible to discuss whether human beings can be 
regarded as God’s deputies on earth, even if we still observe the ten-
dency not to grant this rank to mankind as a whole, but to limit it to the 
Prophets.”55

steppat observes that by the nineteenth century the tendency to con-
sider humankind as a whole as God’s deputies on earth had “achieved 
general recognition.” interpreting the concept of istikhla<f as something 
that singles out humankind with a special function can still be traced 
back to the medieval period. steppat gives the example of al-Ghaza<lı 
(d. 505/1111), for whom “there was no question of limiting this rank 
[humans as God’s deputies on earth] to the prophets.” steppat notes, 
however, that “al-Ghaza<lı’s conception of man obviously was far ahead 
of that of the majority of orthodox scholars in his time.”56

the ideas of succession, replacement, and following are still discernible 
in the modern understanding of the istikhla<f concept. nonetheless, 
steppat observes that the “new interpretation [i.e., humankind’s func-
tion as God’s deputy] is given more weight.” Among the modern muslim 
thinkers who understand istikhla<f in this sense, steppat cites muhammad 
ʿAbduh (d. 1323/1905), muhammad iqba<l (d. 1357/1938), sayyid Qutb 
(d. 1387/1967), and Abū al-ʿAla<ʾ  al-mawdūdı (d. 1399/1979). in some 
discussions, the role with which humans are supposedly entrusted is quite 
momentous. steppat cites sayyid Qutb’s interpretation of 2/al-Baqara: 30 
in which he states that

the supreme Will (al-ira<da al-ʿulya<) has handed over the reins of the earth to man 
and given him free play; he has charged him with bringing out the intention of 
the Creator in the unfolding of the creation … and given him the abilities needed 
for this task … thereby man has reached a mighty position in the order of being 
as a whole.57

Clearly, then, by now the word khalıfa does not simply denote authority 
or governing in the name of God among humans, as many medieval exe-
getes maintain, but has become an expression of humans’ unique position 
in the world. steppat concludes that

it seems remarkable that in the course of time, and particularly in modern times, 
muslims have widely turned towards a conception in which man is more than 
just God’s object: a creature charged with certain divine functions and therefore 
resembling God in certain ways – God’s deputy on earth. this is particularly 

55 ibid., 165–6.
56 ibid., 166.
57 ibid., 169.
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interesting as by establishing this conception a Koranic term has obviously been 
reinterpreted against its original meaning. 58

Paret, al-Qadi, and steppat’s conclusions provide substantial evidence 
that there is a discrepancy between the modern understanding of the 
term khalıfa and what the word meant to the Qur’an’s earliest audiences. 
Paret’s theory that the word khalıfa and its related forms in the Qur’an 
have homogenous and interconnected meanings that revolve around the 
idea of succession and replacement is not without validity, especially 
when one considers that etymologically the root of this concept does not 
imply representation. Al-Qadi’s analysis shows how the idea of authority 
and representation probably became attached to the word khalıfa as a 
result of the influence that the political office of khila<fa (caliphate) had on 
the Qur’anic concept of istikhla<f (succession/replacement). steppat, on 
the other hand, points to new developments consisting first of the expan-
sion of the scope of this word, as it became applicable to humanity as a 
whole or to large groups of humans, and second of its impact on the sta-
tus of humans and their role not vis-à-vis fellow humans, but rather vis-
à-vis other beings. Although both al-Qadi and steppat admit that their 
investigations on this subject are not conclusive – in the case of al-Qadi 
because of the scarcity of material from the early period, whereas in the 
case of steppat possibly for the opposite reason, that is, the abundance 
of material – their findings still have considerable weight. it is also worth 
noting that the part that is disputed in their conclusions is in fact whether 
the word khalıfa denotes the idea of political authority and representa-
tion, that is, in a purely human context. the verse behind this difference 
of opinion is 38/sa<d: 26, concerning David’s designation as a khalıfa. 
however, regardless of whether or not the idea of authority is implied in 
the word khalıfa in this verse, David is still told to “judge aright between 
humankind” and not the entire earth with all its inhabitants. in the case 
of the verse 2/al-Baqara: 30, which is about the istikhla<f of Adam (and 
possibly his progeny), earlier exegetes understood it mostly to be about 
the succession of the human species to other (spiritual) species that used 
to inhabit the earth before them. later exegetes added to it the element of 
authority and representation but limited that to the political sphere and a 
few individuals, who are prophets and rulers. When the word khalıfa was 
occasionally understood as applying to the entire humanity, it was under-
stood as iʿma<r (cultivation; t1: 236–7). therefore, the limit of the favor 
seen in this divine grace was to provide humans with a place where they 

58 ibid., 172 (emphasis added). 
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could live and evolve. Clearly, there is a wide gap between the notion of 
iʿma<r (cultivation) and “hand[ing] over the reins of the earth to man and 
giv[ing] him free play,” as maintained by sayyid Qutb.

it is also important to point out that many of the themes occurring in 
the istikhla<f verses disprove the claim that this concept imparts any sig-
nificant status to humans. in the case of 2/al-Baqara: 30, it is noticeable 
that, as soon as God announces to the angels that he is about to have 
a khalıfa on earth, they express their surprise that God has opted for a 
being that will bring corruption to the earth and shed blood. Although 
God indirectly communicates to them that there is wisdom in creating 
Adam and his progeny, the mere fact that God reports the angels’ skepti-
cism and the tacit acknowledgement that their opinion about humans is 
not unjustified is perhaps meant to balance the overall picture by point-
ing both to the positive and negative aspects of humankind.

in the case of other verses that express this idea, particularly when 
God causes a new nation or community to replace a former one, he 
tells the succeeding nation (1) that this replacement is a grace from him  
(7/al-Aʿra<f: 69, 74); (2) that the succeeding party needs to show gratitude 
and thankfulness (7/al-Aʿra<f: 69, 74); (3) that the succeeding party needs 
to abide by God’s commands (7/al-Aʿra<f: 74); (4) that the purpose of this 
istikhla<f is to test the replacing party (7/al-Aʿra<f: 129; 10/Yūnus: 14); and 
(5) that if the successors fail to obey God and to show thankfulness, they 
will be replaced by yet another party (11/hūd: 57). in fact, the idea that 
no one is above being replaced is clearly expressed in the Qur’an. even 
believers are reminded of the fact that “Whoso of you becomes a rene-
gade from his religion, [know that in his stead] God will bring a people 
whom he loves and who love him” (5/al-ma<ʿida: 54).

Conclusion

it is widely accepted in modern scholarship that the Qur’anic notion of 
khalıfa implies that humans are specifically entrusted to rule on behalf 
of God over the natural world. this opinion is hardly defendable. First, 
considerable textual and contextual evidence suggests that the ideas of 
representation and authority crept into this word’s meaning at a post-
revelation time, as a result of the influence of the political institution 
of the caliphate. second, one of the verses that may give us reason to 
consider that the idea of authority may be implied in this Qur’anic word 
(the David verse) brings up authority in a purely human context. the 
“Adam” verse does not bring up the idea of authority, although this idea 
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was sometimes read into it. in general, however, early exegetes under-
stood the word khalıfa as denoting the succession of Adam and his prog-
eny to the former inhabitants of the earth (jinn); and at a later stage, 
the word khalıfa was interpreted as “vicegerent,”, however, even in this 
case this representation was mostly perceived in a purely human context. 
Although the idea that humankind at large was entrusted with a repre-
sentational role vis-à-vis the natural world was occasionally encountered 
in medieval works (notably, in the works of scholars who were steeped 
in neoplatonic views, such as al-Ghaza<lı and ikhwa<n al-safa<ʾ), this idea 
became prevalent only in the modern era. it is also important to point out 
that etymologically the root kh-l-f does not denote the ideas of represen-
tation and authority. Finally, although the Qur’an presents istikhla<f as a 
favor from God, like taskhır, its point is to highlight God’s compassion 
and not human’s special status.

Maskh (metamorphosis)

Apart from servility, the inferiority of nonhuman animal species to 
humans might perhaps also be inferred from the theme of maskh, which 
consists of the metamorphosis of humans into certain animals as a way of 
punishing them. According to the Qur’an, a group of israelites who broke 
the sabbath were punished with maskh; God turned them into apes and 
swine (2/al-Baqara: 65; 5/al-ma<ʾida: 60; and 7/al-Aʿra<f: 163–6).59 the 
exegetes report that in the opinion of muja<hid this metamorphosis is not 
literal because in his understanding God metamorphosed their hearts by 
sealing them and did not turn the humans into actual nonhuman animals 
(iK1: 436; t1: 373; r3: 103). no justification for this opinion is reported 
from muja<hid, but al-ra<zı cites two possible reasons behind it: the logi-
cal impossibility of the phenomenon of maskh, and the fact that if maskh 
truly existed, then it would have led to social confusion, for one would 
not be able to differentiate between real and metamorphic nonhuman 
animals. Al-ra<zı cites these reasons, however, only to refute them.

the story, as narrated in detail in the four exegetical works considered 
here, tells us that the israelites preferred to take saturday as their holi-
day instead of Friday. God granted them this, but in return he forbade 
them from doing any type of work during the sabbath. to make the test 
even harder, in a town located on the seashore, fish started coming into 
view abundantly on the sabbath but not during the rest of the week, so 

59 michael Cook, “ibn Qutayba and the monkeys,” Studia Islamica, 89 (1999).
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that many people among them started craving the fish. eventually, one of 
them caught a fish and either attached it to a peg or left it in a basin close 
to the shore (depending on the version) with a view to taking it on the fol-
lowing day. seeing that no divine punishment was inflicted on him, many 
others started imitating him. many others however continued to abide by 
the divine order and even admonished the violators of the sabbath, yet 
to no avail. When the righteous became certain that their efforts were in 
vain, they built a wall to separate themselves from the wrongdoers. One 
day, they awoke to find that the elderly dwellers of the opposite side of 
the wall had been turned into swine and the younger into apes. When the 
human members reminded their metamorphic relatives of their disobedi-
ence, the latter nodded, acknowledging their sins. the four exegetes also 
agree that the metamorphic apes neither ate nor drank and that they died 
within three days of their transformation, leaving behind no progeny of 
their kind (iK6: 426).60

the reason why this metamorphosis was efficient as a punishment, one 
might think, is that it was the equivalent of a demotion or a downgrading 
of these humans by turning them into creatures below the human level. 
in fact, ibn Kathır’s analysis reflects this idea. he says that God turned 
the violators of the sabbath specifically into apes because “the shape of 
apes is the closest to the shape of humans in appearance, yet apes are not 
really humans. likewise, the deeds of this group of people seemed to be 
right, but they were truly wrong, so their punishment had to correspond 
to their deeds” (iK1: 436).

therefore, the parallel that is noticed in ibn Kathır’s analogy is between 
good deeds and humans on the one hand and false deeds and apes on the 
other. in other words, it is as if apes are a failed imitation of humans, and 
this is why their shape became fit for those whose deeds failed to measure 
up to what is expected of righteous human beings.

Al-ra<zı, however, goes into more depth in his discussion of the phe-
nomenon of maskh and proposes a psychological analysis in which maskh 
is not seen as demotion. he firstly responds to the opinion that does not 
accept the literal metamorphosis, and secondly provides an analysis of 
how this metamorphosis represents a punishment. the opinion that is in 
favor of the figurative interpretation, al-ra<zı explains, is based on two 
arguments. First, it contends that the human being consists of a given 

60 this narrative (transforming sinners into apes) is part of rabbinic literature as well. For 
more on this point, see louis Ginzber, The Legend of the Jews [translated from German 
by henrietta szold] (Philadelphia: the Jewish Publication society of America, 1912), 
180.
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physical bodily structure, and therefore, if God abolishes this structure 
and transforms the human shape into that of an ape, then this is consid-
ered an annihilation of the human being followed by the creation of a 
different creature instead of him/her. Consequently, literal metamorpho-
sis cannot really exist because all that can happen is the elimination of 
one creature and its replacement by another. second, if we grant that this 
metamorphosis was literal, then how do we guarantee that what looked 
like dogs or apes were not rational human beings? (r3: 103).

in answer to the first objection, al-ra<zı says that,

the human being does not consist of a given bodily structure, since this struc-
ture keeps changing, as when someone gains or loses weight. however, even if 
the parts in the human body change, the person himself remains the same. the 
human being is something (amr) beyond the tangible bodily structure, and this 
‘thing’ is either a body (jism) permeating the [human] body (sa<riyan fı al-badan) 
or a part (juzʾ) in some organs of the body, such as the heart or the brain, or it can 
also be an abstract existent (mawjūd mujarrad), as proposed by the fala<sifa. in 
any case, we know that it is not impossible for an angel who is immensely larger 
than the Prophet’s room to go inside it. (r3: 103)

Al-ra<zı’s point is that no matter to what degree a body may change, 
the identity of a creature can still be the same. As for the second con-
tention, he says that the assurance that the nonhuman animals we see 
are not metamorphic creatures comes from the consensus of the muslim 
community (umma) about this matter. Al-ra<zı concludes that “since we 
have established that metamorphosis per se is not impossible, then it is 
possible to understand the verses discussing it in a literal sense, although 
the figurative interpretation proposed by muja<hid is not farfetched, 
since traditionally people do call an obstinate person an ass or an ape”  
(r3: 103).

Al-ra<zı then moves on to explain how literal metamorphosis works 
as a punishment. in his opinion, the question to be asked here is how the 
metamorphic apes would feel any pain because after becoming apes they 
would have no intelligence and no understanding and would be unaware 
of what had happened to them. evidently, being an ape in itself, al-ra<zı 
asserts, is not a painful state because when apes are healthy, they are not 
in pain merely by virtue of being apes. in response to this question al-ra<zı 
asks,

Why is it not possible to say that the essence of humanity, the element that allows 
the human being to have discernment and makes him rational, is still there, but 
when the bodily structure changes the metamorphic apes are not capable of 
speaking or of performing human acts? therefore they would realize that what 
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has happened to them is a result of their awful disobedience and as a consequence 
they would feel utter fear and disgrace. they might also feel physical pain because 
of the dramatic change in their organs. the fact that real apes are comfortable 
with their own forms does not mean that the metamorphic ones should be as 
comfortable. their acquired forms are strange and accidental to them, and conse-
quently, these forms may cause them to suffer. (r3: 103)

Despite al-ra <zı ’s firm belief in the superiority of humans to other ani-
mals, he does not establish his analysis of the metamorphosis phenome-
non and the way it translates into a form of punishment on the principle 
of hierarchy. he mainly postulates that if metamorphosis is to work as 
a tool of punishment, it has to involve pain and suffering. For him, the 
lack of intelligence and discernment, which he attributes to apes and 
which he certainly takes as a sign of their inferiority, is the very factor 
that would nullify the effect of metamorphosis if it is meant to inflict 
pain. therefore, the point of metamorphosis must be something other 
than the downgrading of humans. Al-ra <zı  suggests that one of the ele-
ments that may have caused the metamorphic apes to feel pain is that the 
change they underwent was limited to their bodies and did not extend 
to their souls. therefore, what caused them to suffer was the tension 
resulting from the confinement of their human (rational) souls in bodies 
that were not originally theirs, bodies that he describes as “strange and 
accidental” to them. in al-ra <zı ’s opinion, this incompatibility between 
the souls and bodies may have led not only to psychological trauma but 
also to physical pain that, being the result of finding themselves in bod-
ies that are not originally theirs, is particular to them and not shared by 
non-metamorphic apes. if one accepts al-ra <zı ’s analysis, then the trans-
formation of these creatures into apes is not the core of their tragedy. 
rather, the core of their tragedy is that they remained halfway between 
the human and the ape states. had they been transformed fully into 
apes, their feeling of pain would have been as nonexistent as when they 
were fully human.

By attributing the efficiency of maskh to the tension between the bod-
ies and the souls of the metamorphic apes, al-ra<zı not only offers a more 
philosophically grounded explanation for this phenomenon, but also 
presents us with an interpretation that is less detrimental to the status 
of apes than the figurative one. in the figurative interpretation proposed 
by muja<hid, the point of maskh is to insult these humans by comparing 
them to nonhuman animal species, which presumes that other animals, 
or at least swine and apes, are lower than humans in status. Furthermore, 
al-ra<zı’s theory is not without foundation. the description of the 
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metamorphic apes’ behavior in exegetical treatments indicates that they 
still understood human language and that they recognized their fellows 
among humans, which shows that they were still capable of “discern-
ment” and that they could relate to the human experience. however, they 
were deprived of the main means of communication they were used to, 
which is speech, as the only means of communication that was still avail-
able for them was the nonverbal one, a situation that could have been 
frustrating and painful to them.

therefore, if one accepts al-ra<zı’s theory, the main point of maskh is 
not to downgrade humans to a status lower than theirs, but to cause a 
dramatic change in human bodies to a point that causes them utter con-
fusion, frustration, and possibly also physical pain. Although al-ra<zı’s 
view on the reality of maskh is only one among many, it still shows that 
it is possible to interpret maskh in a way that is not detrimental to the 
status of apes and swine. the fact that this analysis comes from someone 
who consistently argues for the superiority of humans to other animals 
makes it even more interesting.

Anʿa<m’s imperfection

the Qur’an also draws an analogy between the disbelievers and anʿa<m 
that, even if it does not place the former above the latter, still suggests the 
existence of shortcomings in this animal category. the first of the verses 
that draw this analogy says: “Already have We urged unto hell many of 
the jinn and humankind, having hearts wherewith they understand not, 
and having eyes wherewith they see not, and having ears wherewith they 
hear not. these are as cattle (anʿa<m) – nay, but they are farther astray 
(adall)! these are the neglectful” (7/al-Aʿra<f: 179). the second says: “Or 
do you deem that most of them hear or understand. they are but as cat-
tle – nay, but they are farther astray (adallu sabıla<)!” (25/al-Furqa<n: 44). 
Finally, the third verse says “God will cause those who believe and do 
good works to enter Gardens underneath which rivers flow; while those 
who disbelieve take their comfort in this life and eat even as the cattle 
eat, and the Fire is their habitation.” (47/muhammad: 12). these verses, 
then, seem to suggest that certain livestock (anʿa<m) are astray, even if to 
a lesser degree than the disbelievers, and therefore one wonders: What 
makes them so from a Qur’anic perspective? the similarities between 
anʿa<m and disbelievers cited by our exegetes can be summed up in three 
points: inability to understand language, enslavement to carnal desires, 
and lack of rationality.
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Inability to understand (human) language
in their comparison between anʿa<m and disbelievers, both ibn Kathır and 
al-tabarı explain that one of the traits common to both groups is their 
response to the calls directed to them. ibn Kathır says: “the way dis-
believers respond to the call to believe in God is just like the way live-
stock respond to their shepherd’s call. livestock only hear the shepherd’s 
voice and do not understand the content of what he says” (iK6: 459). 
in other words, both groups hear only sounds and cannot decipher the 
content of the messages directed to them. therefore, the parallel that is 
established here is not between livestock and disbelievers themselves, but 
rather between their receptions to the calls directed to them. the calls 
that reach both groups, however, are both in human languages, and in 
the case of the disbelievers, it is in their own – and not just any – human 
language. therefore, it is only fair to expect the disbelievers to be able 
to decipher and understand this message, whereas the same thing cannot 
rightfully be expected of livestock because the message that reaches them 
is in a language that is totally foreign to them. Based on this point, it is 
perhaps justified to propose that even though the Qur’an suggests that 
livestock are astray, the point is not that they are so in an absolute sense 
but only in the hypothetical case of being expected to achieve what is 
expected of humans, such as understanding human language. therefore, 
comparing disbelievers to anʿa<m here is like comparing oranges to apples. 
if disbelievers obtain from a message that is directed to them only as lit-
tle as livestock may obtain from it, or even only as little as livestock may 
obtain from the shepherd’s call (i.e., nothing), then this must be a serious 
failing only on the disbeliever’s part.

moreover, ibn Kathır states that livestock make out of the call directed 
to them more than what disbelievers make out of the message directed to 
them because even if livestock cannot decipher the shepherd’s language, 
unlike the disbelievers, they still benefit from and respond to his call. in 
his opinion, this is one of the reasons why the Qur’an says that disbeliev-
ers are even more astray than livestock (iK6: 459). it is noteworthy that 
ibn Kathır’s treatment of this point reveals no value judgment of livestock 
because he does not present their inability to understand human language 
as an imperfection in them.

Obsession with carnal desires
the main imperfection shared between anʿa<m and disbelievers to which 
al-Qurtubı repeatedly refers is their common preoccupation with the satis-
faction of their sexual and gustatory appetites (Q7: 206; 13: 26; 16: 155).  
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Al-Qurt ubı  has a strong Qur’anic foundation for this view in the third 
verse comparing disbelievers to anʿa <m, the last part of which, as we have 
seen earlier, establishes this gustatory parallel. in their interpretation of 
this verse, al-t abarı , ibn Kathı r, and al-ra <zı  also find that the point of 
the analogy is that both groups are appetite-driven, but al-ra <zı  proposes 
two more ways of understanding this verse. in addition to their common 
main or sole preoccupation with the satisfaction of their desires, what 
brings disbelievers and anʿa <m together in this respect is their failure to 
use the food they eat as food for thought from which they should infer 
metaphysical truths. therefore, anʿa <m’s imperfection in this case is con-
sidered to be mental because they are portrayed as lacking the rational 
faculties that would have allowed them to contemplate and reflect on 
aspects of God’s creation. likewise, in al-ra <zı ’s opinion both groups 
enjoy food in full insouciance, not realizing that the more they focus on 
the satisfaction of their desires, the closer they get to perdition: in the 
case of anʿa <m because more food only makes them fatter and thus closer 
to being slaughtered, and in the case of disbelievers because worldly plea-
sures distract them from the more important issues, hence causing them 
eternal damnation (r28: 45). so al-ra <zı  sees another mental deficiency 
in anʿa <m but, in this case, at a more specific and pragmatic level because 
they fail to see the connection between two particular points: immediate 
pleasure and eventual perdition. in al-ra <zı ’s opinion, failure to see the 
connection between these two points is more fitting to the context of this 
verse. if this indeed is the case, then anʿa <m’s mental deficiency, to which 
this verse seems to point, is only a limited one, restricted to the level 
of failing to understand one particular point. moreover, the exegetes 
would probably consider anʿa <m not blameworthy for failing to under-
stand the connection between seeking pleasure and eventual perdition 
because they would consider that one of the purposes of these animals’ 
creation is precisely that their meat be consumed by humans. so perhaps 
they were never meant or invited to understand the link between these 
two points, whereas in the case of the disbelievers, from the viewpoint 
of the exegetes, their attention is continually brought to this connection. 
therefore, even though anʿa <m’s behavior in this context replicates that 
of disbelievers, it should hardly earn them any blame as they are doing 
what they are meant to do.

Lack of reflection
in his interpretation of al-Aʿra<f 7: 179, al-tabarı numbers three traits 
that are common to disbelievers and livestock. One is their inability to 
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understand what is said to them; a second is their inability to discrimi-
nate between the useful and the useless among the things they see; and 
a third is that they have no grasp of the concepts of good and evil, as a 
consequence of which they cannot discriminate between them (t6: 131). 
Al-tabarı is referring to two aspects of knowledge. the first is tangible 
with a functional aspect: it is related to the senses and has a direct impact 
on daily life. the second is more abstract: it is related to the idea of 
grasping the concepts of good and evil. Al-ra<zı makes the same point in 
a different way. he maintains that

humans and all other animals partake in the physical faculties of nourish-
ment, growth and reproduction, as well as in the benefits of the five senses 
… however, what sets humans apart from other animals are their intellectual 
and rational faculties which guide them to the knowledge of God, just for the 
sake of knowing him, and to the knowledge of what is good in order to do it. 
(r15: 53)

therefore, for him also there is a tangible level of knowledge that has 
a functional value and an abstract level consisting of knowing God. in 
al-ra<zı’s opinion, the reason for which disbelievers are like livestock is 
that they refrain from using their rational faculties for the prescribed 
purposes, that is, knowing God and recognizing what is good to put it 
into practice.

Although both al-tabarı and al-ra<zı assert that only disbelievers are 
blameworthy, they still present livestock’s inability to use their senses and 
their minds or hearts as an imperfection. What exempts livestock from 
blame is that, unlike disbelievers, their imperfection is the result of genu-
ine lack of knowledge and not of deliberate neglect of facts on their part. 
in fact, in al-ra<zı’s opinion, this inability is a good enough reason to raise 
livestock above disbelievers because in his opinion “the one who turns 
away from acquiring virtues while she/he is capable of acquiring them is 
more despicable than the one that does not acquire these virtues out of 
genuine inability” (r15: 54).

nonetheless, al-tabarı adds that despite livestock’s lack of discrimi-
nation and inability to use their senses “properly” or “sufficiently,” they 
still have enough judgment to be able to avoid harmful situations and to 
seek the nourishment that is best for them; and that, in his opinion, is 
one of the reasons why God says that disbelievers are even farther astray 
than livestock (t6: 131). Al-ra<zı also notes that al-Zajja<j made the same 
point about livestock’s ability to distinguish what benefits them from 
what is harmful to them and to make the sound decision of choosing 
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the beneficial things and avoiding the harmful ones (r15: 54).61 thus, in 
this view, anʿa<m are capable of solving problems that face them in their 
own environment and on which their survival depends. in this respect, 
they are resourceful and efficient enough. Additionally, both exegetes 
acknowledge that anʿa<m recognize their lords or owners and obey them, 
and al-ra<zı reports another opinion saying that anʿa<m get lost only if 
they have no guide (r15: 54). therefore, both exegetes, but especially 
al-tabarı, admit that livestock possess the functional aspect of knowl-
edge that is necessary and sufficient for their own survival.

in addition, al-tabarı concedes that, unlike disbelievers, livestock also 
intuitively know their lord and obey him. Although al-ra<zı appears to 
be less certain of livestock’s possession of this type of knowledge, he still 
cites opinions to the same effect. For example, he quotes muqa<til (d. 
150/767), who says, “livestock know their lord and remember him,” and 
reports other opinions saying that they obey and glorify God. Because the 
two exegetes affirm or report that livestock possess both types of knowl-
edge, the functional and the more abstract, then what is it from their 
viewpoint that constitutes these animals’ imperfections? Al-ra<zı offers a 
clearer answer to this question than al-tabarı. Because for him the intel-
lectual and rational faculty is the element that distinguishes humans from 
other animals, then, from his viewpoint, what brings other animals or 
livestock down to a level lower than that of humans is specifically their 
incapability to rationalize and reflect. therefore, for him reflection and 
contemplation themselves are virtues of which all nonhuman animals are 
deprived. Because the ultimate goal of reflection is knowledge of and 
obedience to God, however, then it becomes obvious that livestock have 
no need for such mental processes because they are presumed to have 
intuitively achieved the same goal that humans are potentially able to 
achieve only through deep thinking and contemplation. the reason why 
al-tabarı and al-ra<zı see imperfections in livestock is that they impose 
their human values on them and judge them from their human lenses (in 
the case of al-tabarı) or apply to them scientific criteria (in the case of 
al-ra<zı). Al-ra<zı may be more aware of this attitude and may argue that 
knowing God through deep thinking and contemplation is nobler than 
knowing him intuitively. however, if livestock’s only fault is that their 
behavior does not replicate that of humans or that they fail to meet the 
criteria set by humans, then this is an indication of anthropocentrism 

61 see also al-Zajja<j, Maʿa<nı al-Qur’an wa-iʿra<buh, 2: 244. 
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more than of an imperfection in these animals. Anthropocentrism is 
in fact a characteristic of which ikhwa<n al-safa<ʾ are fully aware. the 
humans in their treatise keep insisting that they are better than other 
animals, but often their only evidence of this is their own opinion or the 
standards they choose to apply.

the way al-tabarı and al-ra<zı treat this topic illustrates the two types 
of anthropocentrism discussed earlier (casual versus formal). unlike 
al-tabarı,’ al-ra<zı’s justification of livestock’s inferior status is based on 
a rational argument and is more consistent with his approach. Whereas 
al-tabarı simply cites livestock’s lack of “free-will” (ikhtiya<r) and “dis-
crimination” (tamyız) among the reasons for their being astray, al-ra<zı 
elaborates more on this theme. Furthermore, when al-ra<zı discusses the 
different ways in which livestock may be superior to humans, such as 
their knowledge of and obedience to their lord (r15: 54), he introduces 
this section with the passive verb qıl (it is said), thereby implying that it 
is an opinion that cannot be authenticated. in so doing, al-ra<zı appears 
to be unwilling to commit himself fully to these opinions and is careful 
of falling into self-contradictions. in contrast, al-tabarı asserts that live-
stock are not discriminating, however, he still asserts that they can avoid 
things that may hurt them and seek things that may benefit them, hence 
acknowledging that they have at least some degree of discrimination. 
self-contradiction in this respect is also manifest in al-Qurtubı’s discus-
sion of Qur’anic animal themes. When trying to account for livestock’s 
disorientation, this exegete cites an opinion stating that “while beasts 
(al-baha<ʾim) do not encompass the reality of God’s oneness (tawhıd) and 
prophethood, they do not hold wrong ideas about these concepts either” 
(Q13: 26), hence not objecting to the opinion that other animals lack 
knowledge of these two concepts. however, in a different context he 
asserts, “there is no difference among the ʿulama<ʾ that all animals have 
capacities for understanding (afha<m) and minds (ʿuqūl).” he also states 
that “it is not unlikely that beasts comprehend the phenomenon of the 
creation of the world and of all creatures and the concept of God’s one-
ness (wihda<niyyat Alla<h)” (Q13: 118).

however, even if al-tabarı and al-ra<zı can be accused of imposing 
their human standards or expectations on nonhuman animals, they can 
hardly be accused of forcing a certain reading on the Qur’an. After all, the 
Qur’anic verses quoted clearly use the adjective adall in the comparison 
between disbelievers and livestock, indicating that both groups are astray, 
even if one of them is astray only to a lesser degree. Although it may be 
the case that the Qur’an presents livestock as being somehow disoriented, 
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other readings are also plausible. the first is the one found in ibn Kathır’s 
treatment of the language issue. if one applies the same reasoning, then 
livestock’s disorientation is not established as an absolute fact but is meant 
to be viewed as a disorientation vis-à-vis understanding human language 
or thinking about certain matters (such as the divine message) in the way 
that is expected of humans. in this case, the adjective adall is used with 
anʿa<m only for stylistic/rhetorical purposes, and livestock are faulty only 
to the extent that apples are faulty for failing to produce orange juice.

moreover, the concept of dala<l does not have only moral or spiritual 
dimensions. in fact, toshihiko izutsu points out that the verb dalla, which 
is “one of the most common words in Arabic, may be used at various lev-
els of discourse.” One of these levels is “a concrete sense, i.e. ‘to lose one’s 
way while traveling in the desert.’” the verb can also be used in a meta-
phorical sense, in which case “we may distinguish between two different 
levels of discourse: religious and non-religious or secular.”62 izutsu gives 
a number of Qur’anic examples to illustrate both types of metaphorical 
usages. two of the secular usages of this concept appear in 12/Yūsuf, 
when Jacob’s sons describe their father as being “in manifest dala<l” for 
favoring their younger brother Joseph to them (verse 8), and the other is 
used by the “women in the city,” who describe the “wife of the Governor” 
as being in “manifest dala<l” because of her infatuation with Joseph (verse 
30). izutsu comments on this type of usage saying that the term dala<l 
here “implies that the action in question is something which is felt to go 
against the normal moral sense.”63 the concept of dala<l in the Qur’an, 
however, occurs mostly in a religious sense, whereas in the most common 
type of this usage “straying” is “another name of kufr (disbelief),”64 there 
is also a religious sense in which one can be straying from the right path 
without being a ka<fir (disbeliever), as is the case with those who live “in 
complete ignorance of revelation.” therefore, according to izutsu’s anal-
ysis this concept has four levels of meaning. the first simply consists of 
the concrete level of losing one’s way (particularly in the desert). the sec-
ond is a metaphorical yet not religious level, which is straying from social 
norms. the third is a metaphorical and unintentional religious straying 
from the right path, which might be excusable. And the fourth is the met-
aphorical and deliberate religious straying from the right path.

62 toshihiko izutsu, Ethico-religious Concepts in the Qur’a<n (montreal: mcGill university 
Press, 2002), 133–4.

63 ibid., 134.
64 ibid., 135.
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Although izutsu remarks that verse 25/al-Furqa<n: 44 “suggests that 
the cattle are naturally in the state of dala<l,” he does not specify which 
level of this word’s meaning (concrete; metaphorical and secular; meta-
phorical and religious yet unintentional; or metaphorical, religious, and 
deliberate) applies to anʿa<m from his viewpoint. Considering the Qur’an’s 
general depiction of nonhuman animals as spiritual and religious beings, 
all of which know and worship God, it is highly doubtful that the Qur’an 
intends anʿa<m’s dala<l in a religious sense, including the less (or non-) 
blameworthy religious sense that is the outcome of genuine ignorance of 
revelation. One may ask here, could anʿa<m be astray in the sense that by 
human standards of understanding worship they appear as such? such 
presentation may be warranted by the fact that the Qur’an is addressed to 
human beings and that it often situates its worldview within the param-
eters of what is meaningful to and imaginable by them. 

in my opinion, however, this Qur’anic stance may simply be connected 
to a particular derivative of the verb dalla. in Arabic, the noun da<lla (pl. 
dawa<ll) refers to a “beast which has lost its way [in a concrete manner]” 
as explained by ibn manzūr. this lexicographer also cites a hadıth con-
demning people who take possession of dawa<ll al-ibil (lost camels), which 
are supposed to be left alone until their owners find them or they die nat-
urally; yet encourage them to take possession of da<llat al-ghanam” (lost 
sheep or goats), as they can “either be yours, your brother’s [i.e. the origi-
nal owner], or the wolf’s.”65 it is noteworthy also that the hadıth’s dealing 
with the issue of da<lla among nonhuman animals specifically mentions 
camels and ghanam (sheep and goats), all of which are considered anʿa<m. 
in view of this, it is perhaps plausible to view the Qur’anic compari-
son between the dala<l of disbelievers and that of anʿa<m as a comparison 
between the religious straying of disbelievers from the right path and the 
concrete straying of dawa<ll al-anʿa<m (straying livestock), a phenomenon 
with which Arabs at that time were quite familiar. in other words, this 
analogy could simply be between the mundane straying of certain non-
human animals and spiritual straying of the disbelievers to give a vivid 
illustration of the more abstract scenario.

however, even if one insists on understanding these verses as some-
how conveying the spiritual straying of livestock (an understanding that 
clearly conflicts with the general depiction of nonhuman animals in the 

65 ibn manzūr, Lisa<n al-ʿarab, s.v. “d-l-l.” For the hadıth, see al-Bukha<rı, sahıh, no. 91. the 
difference in rulings may be a result of the fact that camels are more capable of defending 
themselves from predators.
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Qur’an), it still remains true that these verses do not place livestock below 
humans. in fact, the verses in which livestock’s disorientation is suggested 
are amongst the clearest evidence that humans’ superiority to certain 
other animals on the exclusive basis of species membership does not have 
a Qur’anic foundation because they place a category of humans – the 
disbelievers – below a category of nonhuman animals. in their attempt to 
account for the Qur’anic assertion that the disbelievers are worse or far-
ther astray than livestock, the exegetes had to apply a number of criteria, 
some of which are God-centered instead of human-centered. the most 
important among these, as pointed out, is knowledge of and obedience to 
God. the four exegetes either confirm or at least report opinions assert-
ing that all nonhuman animals intuitively know and obey God, which 
makes them better than the humans who do not. however, al-ra<zı and 
al-Qurtubı, while stating or reporting this fact about nonhuman animals, 
still seem unable to imagine how obtuse creatures such as livestock can 
grasp the idea of God, as a consequence of which they both feel com-
pelled to account for livestock’s superiority to disbelievers in other ways 
as well. Al-Qurtubı, as mentioned earlier, points out that even if “beasts” 
(baha<ʾim) do not grasp the truth of God’s oneness, they do not hold the 
opposite view (Q13: 26). therefore, he presumes that the neutral state 
consisting of lack of knowledge is better than the state of twisting truths 
or of possessing inaccurate knowledge. Al-ra<zı makes the same point by 
stating that although the hearts of livestock contain no knowledge, they 
are also free of ignorance, which he defines as misinterpretation of truth. 
therefore, both exegetes would grant (in certain contexts) that humans 
know more than livestock; however, to account for these Qur’anic verses, 
they state that knowledge alone is not sufficient to grant humans a status 
higher than that of livestock because part of what humans may consider 
knowledge is described by al-ra<zı as exactly its opposite, that is, igno-
rance (jahl).66 Apart from knowledge per se, the exegetes also apply the 
criterion of the impact of knowledge on others. Al-ra<zı says, “livestock’s 
lack of knowledge is not harmful to anyone, while the disbelievers’ mis-
convictions cause enormous harm, since they deter people from following 
God’s path” (r24:76). therefore, the functional aspect of knowledge also 
is God-centered because the greatest harm in this situation consists of 
deterring other people from God’s path. Finally, al-ra<zı says, “livestock 

66 On the concept of jahl, see J. r. t. m. Peters, God’s Created Speech: A Study in the 
Speculative Theology of the Muʿtazilı Qa<dı l-Quda<t Abū l-Hasan ʿAbd al-Jabba<r ibn 
Ahmad al-Hamadha<nı (leiden: Brill, 1976), 43.
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do not deserve punishment for their lack of knowledge whereas disbeliev-
ers deserve the worst kind of punishment”(r24: 76). therefore, the dis-
tinct and ultimate criterion in this respect is the final outcome of deeds. 
the one that will end up being punished is decidedly below the one that 
will not be punished.

What is also noteworthy is that by applying these theocentric crite-
ria, livestock become better than the majority of humans. the reason is 
that, in addition to asserting that livestock are less astray than disbeliev-
ers, the Qur’an also asserts that most humans belong to the category of 
disbelievers. the Qur’an says, “And though you try much, most people 
will not believe” (12/Yūsuf: 103). it also asserts: “And verily We have 
displayed for humankind in this Qur’an all kind of similitudes, but most 
of humankind refuse aught save disbelief” (17/al-isra<ʾ: 89); “And verily 
We have repeated it [the Qur’an] among them that they may remember, 
but most of humankind begrudge aught save ingratitude.” (25/al-Furqa<n: 
50). Although al-tabarı and al-Qurtubı understand “most people” in the 
context of these verses to refer only to most of the Prophet muhammad’s 
people (t7: 311; Q9: 178), ibn Kathır occasionally takes it to mean most 
people in all times and places (iK8: 82). Al-ra<zı unambiguously states 
that disbelievers and those who are disobedient to God (fussa<q, pl. of 
fa<siq) outnumber by far believers who are sincere toward God in religion 
(al-muʾminūn al-mukhlisūn, r11: 38).

Conclusion
even though the Qur’an states that many animals are at the service of 
humans and goes into detail concerning how humans are entitled to use 
them, i have tried to demonstrate that nonhuman animals’ servility is not 
necessarily an indication of their lower status. What substantiates this 
point is the last part of the discussion. Anʿa<m (livestock), which in the 
Qur’an are said to be at the service of all humans without exception, are 
also clearly said to be less astray and presumably better than disbeliev-
ers. i have tried to argue as well that the theme of vicegerency is read 
into the Qur’an. i do not think that God appointed humans to represent 
him either among one another, nor, more importantly, among nonhu-
man beings. i have also tried to demonstrate that another theme that 
may suggest nonhuman animals’ inferiority to humans, maskh, does not 
necessarily convey this inferiority because, at least in al-ra<zı’s interpre-
tation, the point of maskh is not to downgrade humans to a status lower 
than their own, but rather to inflict on them an extreme type of physical 
pain and psychological trauma by placing their souls in bodies that are 
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totally strange to them. third, i have proposed that it is possible to view 
anʿa<ms’ supposed imperfections (being astray) in a way that eliminates 
their  denigration, as it is possible that their imperfection is established as 
a contextual rather than absolute fact (imperfection vis-à-vis understand-
ing human language), or that the mode of straying by the anʿa<m is of a 
mundane type, and not a moral one, like that of humans. more impor-
tantly, i have highlighted that the very verses that point to anʿa<ms’ imper-
fection plausibly contain a clear refutation of the hierarchical system that 
places nonhuman animals below humans.
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4

Depiction of Nonhuman Animals in the Qur’an

In the same way that the Qur’an has a verse addressing diversity among 
humans, and which could be considered one of the important foundations 
for egalitarian tendencies at a human level, it also has a verse addressing 
diversity among species, and which potentially could justify a non-specie-
sist reading of the text. The verse in which Muslims “have found sanction 
for egalitarianism of many kinds,”1 Marlow explains, is 49/al-Hujura<t: 
13: “O mankind! We have created you male and female, and have made 
you nations and tribes that you may know one another. The noblest of 
you, in the sight of God, is the best in conduct. God is Knower, Aware.” 
The corresponding verse at a species level occurs in a sura named after 
the most frequently mentioned nonhuman animal category in the Qur’an 
(anʿa<m) and announces that “There is not an animal in the earth, nor a 
flying creature flying on two wings, but they are peoples like you. We 
have neglected nothing in the Book (of Our decrees). Then unto their 
Lord they will be gathered” (6/al-Anʿa<m: 38).

Moving from the broad statement found in this verse to the more 
detailed Qur’anic themes addressing aspects of the nature and status of 
nonhuman animals, the latter come across as multidimensional beings 
with impressive depth. For example, all earthly nonhuman animals are 
portrayed as spiritual beings. Furthermore, every being, human and 
nonhuman, is fully included within the scope of divine attention and is 
equally under the full control of God. Similarly, nonhuman animals share 
with humans their total dependence on God for their sustenance and 

1 Marlow, Hierarchy and Egalitarianism, 2.
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continued existence. Additionally, they, as much as humans and every 
other created being, serve as signs of creation.

Although these themes have had only a limited impact on conceptions 
of the status of nonhuman animals in Islamic tradition (with the notable 
exception of the celebrated topic of animals as signs of creation), they are 
nonetheless fully acknowledged. By contrast, another set of Qur’anic ani-
mal themes – those dealing with the natures of nonhuman animals – have 
generated conflicting opinions and have been the subject of considerable 
controversy. There is sufficient evidence in the Qur’an to suggest that 
nonhuman animals are considered moral, rational, and even account-
able beings. However, this depiction clearly conflicts with the general 
way humans experience nonhuman animals as well as with many of the 
perceptions that Muslims in general hold of other species. After all, the 
presumption that nonhuman animals lack rational faculties is reflected in 
the very language in which the Qur’an was revealed, wherein grammat-
ical forms distinguish between the two categories of ʿa<qil (i.e., rational; 
consisting of humans, angels, and jinn) and ghayr ʿa<qil (i.e., nonrational; 
consisting of nonhuman earthly animals and inanimate beings). Similarly, 
Islamic jurisprudence, as I will explain, clearly distinguishes between 
those who are mukallaf (i.e., required to follow the precepts of religion, 
consisting roughly of sane human adults in addition to angels and jinn) 
and ghayr mukallaf (generally applying to children, insane humans, and 
nonhuman animals). Therefore, in this chapter I would like to start with 
a discussion of 6/al-Anʿa<m: 38, particularly the assertion of similarity 
between human and nonhuman species, after which I will discuss the sta-
tus of animals in their capacity as God’s creation, followed by an explo-
ration of the various components of the Qur’anic depiction of nonhuman 
animals.

UmamUn amtha <lUkUm (Peoples like you)

The only time the Qur’an compares humans with the largest group of 
other animals known to us occurs when it says that “they are peoples 
like you (umamun amtha<lukum)” (6/al-Anʿa<m:38). While this assertion 
of similarity is quite remarkable, it is still of note that this verse does 
not seem to specify in what way humans and other animals are alike. 
Our exegetes came up with many propositions in this respect, identi-
fying  similarities between humans and other species. Nonetheless, one 
can still discern a tendency to minimize the significance of this similarity, 
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Figure 4. Hawk (saqr), Crane / Sea bird (al-karkı  / ta ʾ ir al-bahr), peacock 
(al-ta wu s) from ʿAja ʾ ib al-makhlu qa t (Wonders of Creation) by al-Qazvini. 
Reproduced from Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
D.C.: Purchase, F1954.103. With permission.
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emphasize humans’ distinction, or even interpret this verse in terms that 
are unflattering to nonhuman animals.

In the opinion of our four exegetes and the authorities they cite, the 
several traits that humans and other animals have in common range from 
the outward and obvious to the subtle and controversial. For example, 
some exegetes interpret the phrase “umamun amtha<lukum” as “various 
species” (asna<f musannafa) or “creatures like you” (khalq amtha<lukum), 
hence apparently establishing no point beyond the fact that humans and 
other animals are simply members of different species (T5: 186). Similarly, 
al-Ra<zı cites an opinion that interprets this verse as referring to the fact 
that the members of each species look like one another, enjoy each other’s 
company, and reproduce. However, al-Ra<zı himself dismisses this inter-
pretation as hardly informative (la< yufıd fa<ʾida muʿtabara) because in his 
opinion these features are too obvious to deserve mention (R12: 176). 
Another view – which in al-Ra<zı’s opinion is also stating the obvious – 
considers the point of this analogy to be that “God created them [other 
animals], that He manages their lives, and that He guaranteed their sus-
tenance,” presumably as He did and continues to do with humans (R12: 
176). Although al-Ra<zı dismisses this view as not worthy of mention as 
well, this is still a valuable comment because, as I try to argue later, its 
point may be that all animals have a share in God’s attention.

Considering God’s attention to all His creatures to be the point of 
this analogy is indeed the opinion held by al-Ra<zı himself, as he states 
that God’s favor (fadl), providence (ʿina<ya), mercy (rahma), and benefi-
cence (ihsa<n) extend to all His creation (R12: 174). Al-Qurtubı consid-
ers that nonhuman animals resemble humans in that they are “created 
beings pointing to, in need of, and sustained by, their Creator” (Q6: 270). 
Interestingly, al-Qurtubı also considers the fact that God has created, 
guaranteed the sustenance of, and acts justly toward nonhuman animals 
demands that humans should neither mistreat other species nor exceed 
the limit of what they themselves have been permitted to do with them 
(Q6: 270). Similarly, in his discussion of this verse, al-Ra<zı cites a hadıth 
in which the Prophet is reported to have said that “A bird which is killed 
for no reason will complain to God on the Judgment Day saying, ‘My 
Lord, this person killed me for no reason. S/he neither ate my flesh nor 
allowed me to continue to live’” (R12: 176).2 What is remarkable about 
these comments is that, although the concrete dimension of nonhuman 
animals’ welfare is not addressed in the verse 6/al-Anʿa<m: 38, al-Qurtubı 

2 Al-Nasa<ʾı, Sunan, no. 4463. 
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and al-Ra<zı still perceived a link between this and the abstract dimension 
of the animal question (i.e., their status). What most likely led al-Qurtubı 
in particular to perceive this correspondence is the legal aspect of his 
tafsır, as one of his goals in writing this work is to deduce legal matters 
(ahka<m) from the divine Scripture, including those applying to the treat-
ment of nonhuman animals. Regardless of this exegete’s goals, however, it 
is still impressive that although the Qur’an hardly touches upon the ques-
tion of nonhuman animals’ welfare – just by highlighting their worth – it 
still inspired some of its readers to reach this conclusion. In fact, al-Ra<zı’s 
and al-Qurtubı’s reference to the theme of nonhuman animals’ welfare 
in this context suggests that in their understanding the phrase “umamun 
amtha<lukum” could mean that other animals matter the way humans do, 
and because of this, humans have no right to take advantage of them, 
excluding some particular usages that have been spelled out.

Although the preceding interpretations have identified many aspects in 
which human and nonhuman animals share some similarities, they still 
deal with external features, particularly with all animals in their capaci-
ties as God’s creatures. Other discussions, by contrast, point to internal 
features that human and nonhuman animals presumably have in com-
mon. For example, ibn ʿAbba<s is reported to have identified four charac-
teristics supposedly shared by all animals; these are knowledge of, bearing 
witness to, glorifying, and praising God (yaʿrifūnanı wa-yuwahhidūnanı 
wa-yasabbihūnanı wa-yahmudūnanı, R12: 176). Therefore, according to 
this report, ibn ʿAbba<s is not only suggesting that nonhuman animals 
have spirituality in common with humans, but specifically an Islamic ver-
sion of this spirituality (considering the emphasis on God’s unity). What 
is interesting about this view is not the attribution of this (Islamic) spir-
itual dimension to nonhuman animals, because that is substantiated by 
other Qur’anic statements, but rather its attribution to all humans, even 
though the Qur’an declares that most of the latter are disbelievers. This 
attitude, in fact, can often be discerned in discussions of animals’ status. 
Although, in tune with the Qur’an, exegetes can be very critical of certain 
human behaviors and often acknowledge the negative motivations from 
which all or most humans may suffer, as soon as they compare humans 
to other earthly species their assumptions about their own species imme-
diately switch to an idealized self-image, which hardly corresponds to the 
Qur’anic depiction of the human race.

We find that nonhuman animals are often afforded this spiritual dimen-
sion in other commentaries as well. Abū al-Darda<ʾ, the Prophet’s compan-
ion who is reported to have been particularly sensitive to his camel’s 
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well-being, is also recorded as having said that “the minds of beasts 
(baha<ʾim) are totally imperceptive except in four matters: knowledge of 
God, search for sustenance, recognition of the opposite sex, and readiness 
for copulation” (R12: 176). Therefore, although this companion adopts 
a minimalist attitude toward the mental faculties of nonhuman animals, 
he still acknowledges that they know God. What is ironical about Abū 
al-Darda<ʾs statement, however (assuming the authenticity of the reports 
attributed to him), is that, despite the fact that he holds such views about 
other animals, he still addressed his camel in the way described (on page 
86), indicating that, in his actual dealings with this animal, he ascribed to 
it more mental complexity than his general views of other animals would 
seem to allow.

In contrast with this minimalist approach, al-Tabarı seems to attribute 
considerable complexity to nonhuman animals. Paraphrasing parts of the 
Qur’anic statement, he says (addressing humans),

He created them [nonhuman animals] as various species (ajna<s mujannasa and 
asna<f musannafa). They have knowledge as you do (taʿrifu kama< taʿrifūn), they 
manage that for which they have been created as you do (tatasarrafu fıma< sukh-
khirat lahu kama< tatasarrafūn), and all their deeds and misdeeds are recorded for 
them in the Mother of the Book. After this, He will cause them to die, resurrect 
them, and recompense them. (T5: 186)

What is remarkable about this comment is that, even though it does not 
negate the fundamental differences between humans and other animals, 
it still affirms the existence of similarities at certain – perhaps deeper – 
levels. Nonhuman animals do not know what humans know, but rather 
as humans know, that is, much like humans have knowledge of certain 
things, other species have knowledge of other things too. Therefore, one 
may infer from al-Tabarı’s commentary that the fact that human and 
nonhuman animals do not share the same type of knowledge does not 
imply that what other animals know does not qualify as knowledge. 
Similarly, the fact that nonhuman animals do not live or manage their 
lives the way humans do should not lead to an assumption that they have 
no system: as each species lives its life the way it is intended to (by God). 
The reference to the element of accountability, alluded to in this verse 
(and consequently acknowledged by the three other exegetes as well), 
adds to the complexity of the nonhuman animal world and emphasizes 
the idea that they live, or are expected to live, according to certain norms 
and standards. These elements indicate that al-Tabarı attributes to other 
animals at least a certain degree of mental and psychological complexity. 
Al-Tabarı still maintains that humans have certain things in which other 
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animals do not have a share: reason (ʿaql) and understanding (fahm) (T5: 
186). In his opinion, however, these privileges do not serve to elevate the 
status of humans, but rather to increase their responsibilities; these fea-
tures make it more incumbent upon humans to be thankful to God and 
to acknowledge their obligations toward Him.

A certain degree of mental complexity is not the limit of what some 
commentators on this verse were ready to extend to other animals. 
Al-Ra<zı reports that

Those who believe in the transmigration of souls claim that if human souls are 
happy, obedient to God, adhering to true knowledge, and upright, then after their 
death they will dwell in angelic bodies, or perhaps they say these souls will be in 
the company of angels. However, if they are wretched, ignorant, and disobedi-
ent, they will dwell in the bodies of animals. The more wretched these souls are, 
the lower (akhass) the species to which they will belong … The adherents of this 
opinion add that all these souls know their Lord and are aware of their happiness 
or wretchedness. They maintain also that God has sent to each species among 
them an apostle from among themselves. They find corroboration for their claim 
in this verse (6/al-Anʿa<m: 38), which calls each species a nation (umma), and the 
verse stating “and there is not a nation (umma) but a Warner has passed among 
them.” (35/Fa<tir: 24; R12: 177)

These views correspond very closely to the ideas of a student of the 
Muʿtazilı scholar Abū Isha<q Ibra<hım al-Nazza<m (d. 231/845), named 
Ahmad ibn Ha<bit, who, in ibn Hazm’s (d. 456/1064) opinion, cannot be 
considered a Muslim.3 Obviously, both al-Ra<zı and ibn Hazm reject these 
views (such as the belief in the transmigration of souls), mainly for being 
inconsistent with Islamic doctrines, but also (in the opinion of ibn Hazm) 
for being inconsistent with reason. The Andalusian scholar argues that

By rational necessity (bi-darūrat al-ʿaql), we know that God – Exalted is He – 
sends religious laws (al-shara<ʾiʿ) only to those who can make sense of them, as 
He says “God tasks not a soul beyond its scope” (2/al-Baqara: 285). We find that 
with the exception of humans, all animals follow recurrent patterns in the way 
they manage their lives and reproduce. None of them avoid a deed performed 
by another species member. This is something humans can easily observe among 
those animals which live among them, such as livestock, horses, mules, asses, 
birds, and other animals. This, however, is not the case with humans. Based on 
this, it becomes evident that religious laws do not speak to beasts (baha<ʾim), and 
that ibn Ha<bit’s claim is false.4

3 For Ahmad ibn Ha<bit, see Ahmad Ibn ʿAlı ibn Hajar al-ʿAsqala<nı, Lisa<n al-mıza<n, (Beirut: 
Da<r al-Basha<ʾir al-Isla<miyya, 2002) 1: 449 (under Ahmad ibn Kha<bit al-Muʿtazilı, entry 
no. 486). See also, ʿAlı ibn Ahmad ibn Saʿıd ibn Hazm al-Andalusı al-Za<hirı, Al-Fasl fı 
al-milal wa-al-ahwa<ʾ wa-al-nihal (Beirut: Da<r al-Jıl, 1996), 1: 149.

4 Ibn Hazm, Al-Fasl fı al-milal, 1: 150.
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The main premise on which ibn Hazm’s argument rests, then, is the way 
humans experience other animals. Furthermore, although this Andalusian 
scholar bases his theory on actual observation of certain nonhuman ani-
mals’ behaviors, he still assumes that what applies to some animals must 
necessarily be true of all nonhuman animals. Ibn Hazm, however, is still 
aware that his premise may be insufficient for establishing certain views 
about other beings. He says, “It may still be asked ‘Who knows? Perhaps 
all animals have languages and rational faculties?’” and “what if their 
rationality differs from ours?” However, ibn Hazm brings up these ques-
tions only to refute them on rational grounds. For example, concerning 
the possibility that other animals might possess some form of rationality, 
he says,

It is not possible to conceive of a life which differs from the idea of life as we 
know it, nor of a type of growth which differs from what we consider to be 
growth, nor of a type of redness which differs from what we consider to be red, 
nor of a body which differs from what we consider to be a body, etc. Should any 
of these things differ from the way we conceive of them then these names would 
not apply to them at all. Or, it would be as if we call water fire, or we call honey a 
stone, which is nonsense. Therefore, anything that differs from what we consider 
to be rationality cannot be called rationality.5

Clearly, then, ibn Hazm’s definition of rationality (which in his opinion 
corresponds precisely and almost exclusively to human rationality) is for-
mulated so as to rule out the possibility of other earthly animals’ posses-
sion of this feature. In other words, because nonhuman (earthly) animals 
are not rational in the way humans define rationality, they cannot be 
characterized by humans as rational. Ibn Hazm’s decision to assign the 
word rationality exclusively to the human expression of this concept is 
not necessarily problematic, but the claim that nonhuman animals do not 
have mental processes that may share similarities with what we call ratio-
nality among humans is a different issue. Although empirically it is dif-
ficult to either prove or disprove ibn Hazm’s views about other animals, 
from a Qur’anic standpoint, there is evidence suggesting that language 
and rationality (in some ways even as understood by humans) are not the 
monopoly of the human race.

Ibn Hazm also endeavors to prove the epistemological value of reason 
as a source of knowledge. One rationale that he offers for this stance is 
that “we depend on reason to know God and to confirm the truthfulness 
of prophethood – without which nothing is valid (la< yasuhhu shayʾun 

5 Ibid., 1: 151. 
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illa< bi-mūjibiha<).”6 Therefore, in ibn Hazm’s opinion, doubting what our 
senses and reason tell us about the nature of nonhuman animals will cast 
doubt on all our mental processes, including those dealing with essential 
matters, such as doctrinal questions of faith. This scholar does not over-
look to address the Qur’anic material that affirms nonhuman animals’ 
possession of certain traits that are not confirmed by human senses and 
reason. These views, which correspond largely to those of other rational-
ist Muslim scholars (including al-Ra<zı), will be discussed. At this point, 
it suffices to point out that, even if ibn Ha<bit’s views about other ani-
mals have never gained currency (partly, perhaps, because of his other 
ideas, such as reincarnation, which are inconsistent with Islamic beliefs), 
they still show how far the Qur’anic material on other animals lends 
itself to favorable views about them. Just by calling nonhuman animals 
umam (nations, peoples) and asserting that they are similar to humans, it 
became imaginable that they have prophets among them, a thing which 
is taken by many Muslims as a great sign of honor.

However, although this verse prompted most of our exegetes to attrib-
ute to other animals traits that tend to highlight their complexity and 
worth, in one instance this tendency is reversed. The point of verse 38, 
al-Anʿa<m in an opinion attributed to the Meccan scholar of Hadıth Sufya<n 
ibn ʿUyayna (d. 198/814), is that any characteristic that exists among 
“animals” is reflected in human society. Therefore, one finds among peo-
ple those who are brave like a lion, those who howl like a dog, those 
who are proud like a peacock, and those who have low taste like a pig, 
which would turn away from good food and prefer to it someone’s vomit. 
Neither al-Ra<zı nor al-Qurtubı seem to object to ibn ʿUyayna’s interpre-
tation. It is interesting that the same verse that serves to elevate the sta-
tus of nonhuman animals and assign to them considerable complexity in 
some interpretations can still be read through such stereotyping lenses.

Animals in relation to God

Regardless of how humans are believed to differ from other animals, in 
their capacities as God’s creation all animals stand on an equal footing. 
Whether as dependents on God for sustenance and continued existence, 
subjects of divine control and knowledge, or signs of God’s creation, all 
animals in the Qur’an are indeed equals. Perhaps the only dimension in 
which humans are sometimes thought to come before other species in 

6 Ibn Hazm, Al-Fasl, 1: 151.
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exegetical treatments is that of animals as recipients of divine benevo-
lence. In this respect, although it is consistently acknowledged that other 
animals have an abundant share in divine kindness, it is sometimes 
claimed that human’s share is still more copious.

Creation and sustenance
The fact that all animals are equal in that God is their Creator is brought 
up in the commentaries on 6/al-Anʿa<m: 38. Although, as we have seen, 
al-Ra<zı dismisses this piece of information as a truism, this is still an 
important point because it may be implying that in the same way God 
cared to create, manage the lives of, and provide for humans, He cared 
to do the same with other animals. In this respect, humans definitely 
belong with the rest of creation, all of which stand in equal need of the 
Creator to come into existence and of His sustenance to continue to live 
thereafter.

The Qur’an also says, “And there is not an animal (da<bba) in the earth 
but the sustenance thereof depends on God” (11/Hūd: 6), and “how many 
an animal (da<bba) there is that does not bear its own provision! God pro-
vides for it and for you. He is the Hearer, the Knower” (29/al-ʿAnkabūt: 
60). In his commentary on the first verse, ibn Kathır points out that “God 
has guaranteed (takaffala bi) the sustenance of all animals, regardless of 
their sizes or whereabouts” (IK7: 414). Al-Tabarı, who is careful to point 
out that humans are included in the category of dawa<bb, explains that 
“whatever nourishment reaches any animal is from God” (T7: 3). He 
also quotes Muja<hid who notes that “it is possible that God sometimes 
does not provide the sustenance of an animal until it dies of starvation. 
However, whenever any animal obtains nourishment, it is surely suste-
nance coming from God” (T7: 3). Therefore, in this respect, humans are 
not in any way privileged over other creatures; in fact, they are simply 
treated as members of the larger group of animals, which are in equal 
need of sustenance and whose provisions are equally guaranteed.

Furthermore, al-Qurtubı draws a distinction between the meanings of 
the words rizq (sustenance) and milk (property), leading to the conclu-
sion that if humans are not privileged over other animals in the domain 
of sustenance, they hardly have any significant material privileges at all. 
He says,

The true meaning of “rizq” is that which nourishes a living creature, allowing its 
soul to stay alive and its body to grow. It is not possible to take the words rizq 
and milk as synonyms, because beasts (al-baha <ʾim) obtain their rizq although 
they do not own it, breastfed infants consume their mother’s milk although it 
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does not belong to them, and it is said in the Qur’an, “in the heaven is your  
providence (rizqukum)” (51/al-Dha <riya <t: 22) although nothing in the heaven 
belongs to us. If rizq and milk were synonyms, then it would have been possible 
to say about someone who eats from the property of someone else that s/he eats 
from the rizq of that person, which is impossible, for each one can consume only 
the rizq that has been divinely allotted to it/him/her.” (Q9: 6)

From this analysis, one can conclude that, as far as rizq is concerned, 
there is no distinction between human and nonhuman animals. Each one 
of them can only (and has to) consume the rizq that has been predestined 
for it/him/her, regardless of who initially owns the nourishment. What 
makes this distinction worthy of mention is that rizq, which according 
to al-Qurtubı’s definition is required for any living creature’s survival, 
is often presented in the Qur’an as one of the true signs of divine prov-
idence, whereas property or affluence (in Qur’anic terminology: mata<ʿ, 
ma<l, etc.), one of the fields in which humans may claim distinction over 
other animals, is often presented in the same text as having little value, 
or even as a temptation, the point of which is to test humans. Indeed, 
Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ’s human characters insist on using aspects of their lives 
that are related to affluence in food and clothing in their claim of supe-
riority over other animals to which the latter respond by enumerating 
the several ways in which this affluence becomes a source of distress for 
humans both in this life and in the next. In the nonhuman animals’ ref-
utation, it is argued that humans have to go through the hardships of 
learning skills, working hard, traveling, suffering from social humiliation 
and psychological anxiety, managing property, and suffering from health 
problems, and all for the sake, and as a result, of obtaining and maintain-
ing opulence. Humans also run the risk of suffering the consequences of 
their indulgence in material things in the afterlife. Opulence, in which 
humans take so much pride, may thus become a reason for their eternal 
damnation.7

The assurance of sustenance for all living beings is presented as an 
inspiring and religiously empowering factor in our exegetes’ treatment 
of this theme. Al-Ra<zı explains that “since God provides for animals that 
do not store their food for future use, and for animals too weak to carry 
their food, such as lice, fleas, and worms, He surely provides for human 
beings. Therefore, rely on Him!” (R25: 77). To illustrate this point further, 
al-Ra<zı relates a story in which the Prophet Moses, having had concerns 
about his own family after he was entrusted with the divine message, was 

7 Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ, The Case of the Animals, 249; Fı asna<f al-hayawana<t, 193–4. 
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commanded to hit a rock with his staff. When Moses did that, he found 
another rock inside the first one and a third rock inside the second. Inside 
the third and last rock, he found a tiny worm in whose mouth there was 
something that served as its nourishment. Then, al-Ra<zı adds, “the veil 
was lifted from Moses’ hearing so that he could hear the worm saying: 
‘Glory to the One who sees me, hears what I say, knows where I am, and 
never forgets about me!’” (R17: 149). Presumably, this reassured Moses 
that God, Who did not neglect this worm despite its size and location, 
would surely look after his family.

Attention and control
The theme of God’s full knowledge and awareness of all animals has 
already been encountered in 6/al-Anʿa <m: 38, where it is stated that “We 
have neglected nothing in the Book [of Our decrees].” Similarly, after the 
assurance of sustenance for all animals, the verse 11/Hūd: 6 continues 
by saying about each animal that God “knows its habitation and its 
repository. All is in a clear record.” In his commentary on this verse, ibn 
Kathı r points out that “the habitat and every single movement of each 
animal is known to God. He provides for each living creature, regard-
less of its whereabouts and of its size” (IK7: 414). Therefore, one of 
the points of the emphasis on God’s exhaustive and detailed knowledge 
in this respect seems to be at once the assurance of tailored attention 
for and full control over each individual being. In other words, because 
God knows about all His creation, including the tiniest and most hidden 
among them, there is no possibility He would fail to provide for one of 
them out of forgetfulness or unawareness of their existence. Likewise, 
His comprehensive and detailed knowledge makes it impossible for any 
creature to commit any act without His knowledge (and without that act 
being recorded). The last point (control) can be inferred from the verse 
6/al-Anʿa <m: 38 (Then to their Lord they will be gathered), which in the 
opinion of many exegetes refers to all animals’ accountability in the 
hereafter, and is made more explicitly in 11/Hūd: 56, where the Prophet 
Hūd addresses his people saying, “I have put my trust in God, my Lord 
and your Lord. Not an animal but He grasps it by the forelock! My Lord 
is on a straight path.”

Our exegetes hold different opinions about the meaning of mustaqarr 
and mustawdaʿ, occurring in 11/Hūd: 6 and translated here as habitation 
and repository. Among the suggested meanings of the word mustaqarr 
are the ultimate destination that any creature ever reaches, its habitat, 
the womb where it is conceived, the number of the days of its life, and 
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its ultimate destiny, that is, whether it will go to paradise or to hellfire; 
and among the meanings of the word mustawdaʿ are the place where it 
dies, loins (al-sulb), the place where it is resurrected, and its grave. These 
different meanings indicate that the exegetes want to emphasize that God 
not only knows about each single animal, but that He knows about them 
at each stage of their existence, from before their conception through 
their resurrection and reward or punishment thereafter. In fact, al-Tabarı 
makes the explicit point that God has always known about these animals, 
as “their number, the amount of their sustenance, the time they spend in 
their ‘mustaqarr’ and the time they spend in their ‘mustawdaʿ’ have all 
been recorded in the Tablet even before their creation” (T7: 4). Al-Ra<zı 
asserts that God, in addition to knowing about animals at all the stages 
of their existences, is the only one who knows about the number, natures, 
limbs, states, nourishments, venoms, habitations, and what is agreeable 
and disagreeable to the natures of all animals (R17: 149). Although the 
main point of such commentaries is to highlight the comprehensiveness 
of God’s knowledge, it is still clear that the allocation of divine atten-
tion to each animal on a full and individual basis and the specific men-
tion thereof in the Qur’an points to all animals’ importance in this book. 
The conclusions one may draw from this are (1) that each animal mat-
ters enough to obtain a substantial share of God’s attention and mercy 
and (2) that its deeds are significant enough that they are recorded and 
reviewed on Judgment Day to determine accountability.

Moreover, ibn Kathır’s specification that divine attention is not pro-
portional to the size of the animal in question (IK7: 414) indicates that 
human criteria, in which size and other animals’ degree of similarity to 
human beings are sometimes used to prioritize the interests of certain 
animals to others, do not correspond to Qur’anic criteria. In fact, the 
irrelevance of such criteria from a divine perspective can plausibly be 
inferred from the very first mention of a nonhuman animal in the Qur’an, 
where it is stated “God does not disdain to coin the similitude of a gnat 
or any smaller animal” (2/al-Baqara: 26). Discussing the occasion of the 
revelation (asba<b nuzūl) of this verse, ibn Kathır explains that “When 
God mentioned spiders and flies in the Qur’an the idolaters said [mock-
ingly] ‘how can such [insignificant] creatures be mentioned [in a divine 
scripture]’” (IK1: 326)? This reaction indicates that a part of the Qur’an’s 
Meccan audience considered size an important criterion in their evalua-
tion of animals; the smaller the animal, the less worthy it was in their 
view. Commenting on this, ibn Kathır says, “From a divine perspective 
nothing is too insignificant to use in striking a parable, even if it is as tiny 
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as a gnat. In the same way that God cared to create it, He does not dis-
dain to coin a similitude with it” (IK1: 326).

Another indication that human classification systems perhaps do 
not correspond to divine ones can also be perceived in attitudes toward 
the so-called king of the animal kingdom, the lion. Although there is 
(possibly) only one passing allusion to this animal in the Qur’an (74/
al- Muddaththir: 51),8 we find that al-Damırı’s only instance of not stick-
ing to the alphabetical order of his Haya<t al-hayawa<n is the entry on the 
lion, which he prefers to put at the beginning of his work because of the 
superiority of this animal. By contrast, insects such as flies (22/al-Hajj: 
73), spiders (29/al-ʿAnkabūt: 41), bees (16/al-Nahl: 68), and ants (27/al-
Naml: 18) are prominent in Qur’anic discussions.

The irrelevance of size and other related criteria may bring to mind 
the question of where to draw the line in regard to animals. Although our 
exegetes do not address this question in a direct manner, an answer can 
still be inferred from their general treatment of different Qur’anic animal 
themes. As far as divine attention is concerned, our exegetes would prob-
ably agree that no line needs to be drawn. The need to draw the line may 
originate from human limitations and conflicting interests and needs, or 
possibly also from a combination of anthropocentric and anthropomor-
phic attitudes (prioritize the interests of those animals that are more like 
us). Irrespective of whether or not our exegetes would concede the irrele-
vance of the anthropocentric factor from a divine perspective, all of them 
would certainly agree that human needs and limitations do not apply to 
God. That explains why each and every animal can (and most likely does) 
matter equally to God.

The assumption that humans may matter more to God just because 
of their species membership can be refuted through reading the Qur’anic 
story of Thamūd, in which all of this tribe’s wicked members were 
destroyed for assaulting a she-camel and possibly also its calf. The first 
mention of this story occurs in 7/al-Aʿra<f: 73 in which it is stated,

And to (the tribe of) Thamud (We sent) their brother Salih. He said: O my people! 
Serve God. You have no other God save Him. A wonder from your Lord has 
come unto you. This is the camel of God, a token unto you; so let her feed in 
God’s earth, and touch her not with hurt lest painful torment seize you.

In their commentaries on this and related verses, our exegetes tell us 
that after God destroyed the tribe of ʿAd, He made Thamūd their succes-
sors (istakhlaf), however, after this tribe prospered, they deviated from 

8 In addition to lion, the word qaswara has other possible meanings (see Appendix 1). 
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God’s path, so God sent to them Sa<lih, who called them to God’s path for 
many years, but to almost no avail. Eventually, some tribe members tried 
to rid themselves of his preaching by concluding a deal with him. They 
suggested that he accompany them to the place where they celebrated 
their idols and let each of them pray to his lord, and whichever party had 
its prayers answered should follow the other, to which Sa<lih acquiesced. 
While the majority of the tribe’s members simply prayed to their idols 
that none of Sa<lih’s prayers be answered, they demanded that Sa<lih bring 
them a pregnant she-camel out of a rock (or hill) as a token of his truth-
fulness. No sooner had Sa<lih finished his prayer than the rock (or hill) 
they had designated split open, and a huge pregnant she-camel came out 
of it in the way they had prescribed for him. After complying with their 
conditions, Sa<lih told them that the she-camel was to feed freely from 
“God’s earth,” and that no one was “to touch her … with hurt lest pain-
ful torment seize you.” Furthermore, the use of the well’s water, which 
may have been their sole water source, was to alternate between the tribe 
and the she-camel on a daily basis. Our exegetes add, however, that, on 
the days when the tribe’s members had no access to the well’s water, they 
could drink its milk, which it produced profusely and gave willingly to 
them. The amount of milk this she-camel produced, our exegetes note, 
was so abundant that it was sufficient for the entire tribe. Furthermore, 
the tribe’s members were allowed to store water for the day when they 
had no access to the well.

Although many of the tribe’s members were persuaded of the truth of 
Sa<lih’s message and decided to follow him, many others remained averse 
to this message, and a third group displayed faith, yet continued to har-
bor ill will against him. One day, a group of the disbelievers needed water 
with which they wanted to mix their alcoholic beverages but realized 
that they had no access to it because it was the she-camel’s day, at which 
point they decided to kill both it and its calf. Once they did, all those who 
actively participated in the crime as well as those who tacitly approved 
of it were destroyed within three days. In another version of the story, we 
are told that, when the she-camel was killed, the calf climbed a hill and 
asked, “God, where is my mother?” As a result, it was either lifted up (to 
heaven) or entered a rock, but the punishment was still inflicted on the 
crime’s perpetrators in answer to its prayer.

Foltz finds in the she-camel story a “Qur’anic basis” for the “‘the right 
of thirst’ (haqq al-shurb),” which Islamic law accords to nonhuman ani-
mals, and which he considers to be one of the fields in which Islamic law 
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9 Richard Foltz, “‘This She-Camel is a Sign to You’: Dimensions of Animals in Islamic 
Tradition and Muslim Culture,” A Communion of Subjects (see footnote 5 in  
Introduction), 153.

surpasses modern laws of the United States.9 Although this could be one 
of the conclusions drawn from this story, it seems to me that more can be 
construed from it. Perhaps the most obvious conclusion is that the she-
camel’s interests mattered so much to God that almost an entire tribe was 
destroyed to avenge it. One could still argue that the real cause of this 
punishment was disobedience to God, which happened in this particular 
case to take the form of assaulting the she-camel. Although this may be 
true, it is still noteworthy that God did not overlook His right of obe-
dience and did not spare the supposedly better species just because this 
assault was directed against an inferior one. This position can be sensed 
even more in the version of the exegetical commentary on this story in 
which the calf’s distress at losing its mother was immediately acknowl-
edged and its prayer immediately answered. It is also noteworthy that the 
Qur’an refers to this she-camel as “the camel of God” and commends the 
Thamūd tribe to let it “feed in God’s earth.” This point gives more weight 
to the suggestion that, even though the Qur’an states that everything on 
earth is created for humans (2/al-Baqara: 29), it is not created for humans 
only. Ultimately, such statements seem to indicate, the earth belongs to 
God, and therefore all His creatures have their share in it. Finally, it is 
possible to see in this story substantiation for the view that the concept of 
istikhla<f is not meant to lift the status of humans over that of nonhuman 
animals. In this story, the tribe of Thamūd is destroyed (thus reaching the 
end of its succession or istikhla<f) because of their assault on one or two 
nonhuman animals.

Signs of creation
The Qur’an frequently invites people to reflect upon different creatures 
and natural phenomena with the aim of highlighting these as signs of 
divine attributes and truth, a theme that led to the writing of works 
such as al-Ja<hiz’s K. al-Hayawa<n and al-Majlisı’s Tawhıd al-Mufaddal. 
Although humans are sometimes invited to reflect on the creation of ani-
mals in general (including their own species), the verses that triggered 
the exegetes to discuss animals as signs of creation in more detail are the 
ones pointing to specific animal species or even to the more restricted 
level of specific features or behaviors that are characteristic of certain 
species. The animal species or categories that are specifically selected for 
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the purpose of reflection in the Qur’an are camels, anʿa<m, bees, birds, and 
human beings.

The two main elements in these animals to which the exegetes continu-
ally draw attention are paradox and blessings. With the first, they usually 
point to the presence of two given characteristics, which, in principle, 
should be mutually exclusive, or at least, which are not expected to func-
tion harmoniously together, although in reality they do. With the element 
of blessing, on the other hand, it is noted that awe-inspiring phenomena 
are simultaneously beneficial. Even though both elements are expected 
to induce reflection on the part of humans, it seems that the element of 
paradox is expected to trigger mostly rational contemplation, whereas 
the element of blessings is expected to trigger emotional responses of 
gratitude and thankfulness. In addition to these two elements, attention 
is sometimes drawn to the elements of perfection and complexity in the 
creation of animals, which are supposed to be signs of God’s own perfec-
tion and also certain truths.

Camels. Because camels are among the few animals to which the Qur’an 
draws specific attention in their role as signs, our exegetes developed a 
wide spectrum of justifications for this particular selection, ranging from 
seemingly random reasons to extremely deliberate ones. When it is argued 
that the choice of camels for this role is deliberate, this is justified not 
only with reasons that are particular to this animal species, but also with 
circumstantial explanations that are independent of it, such as the environ-
ment where camels live or the people who are most familiar with them.

Random choice of camels. Sura 88/al-Gha<shiya contains an invitation 
for reflection upon four different signs, the first of which is the creation of 
camels. It says, “Will they not regard the camels, how they are created” 
(88/al-Gha<shiya: 17)? Although this invitation made the four consulted 
exegetes seek out features in the descriptive anatomy and behavior of 
camels that are particularly arresting, al-Ra<zı, in addition to this, points 
out that the citation of camels in this context can be as good as the cita-
tion of any other creature because any creature fulfills the role of being 
a sign of creation in two different ways: first through the perfection or 
excellence of its making, which applies to all of God’s creation, and sec-
ond through its need for an external factor so that it be brought into exis-
tence and continue to exist thereafter. In this respect, al-Ra<zı maintains, 
all creatures fulfill this function equally. However, because mentioning 
each single one of them is impossible as a result of their large number, it 
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becomes sufficient to mention only one or a few of them (R31: 142–3). 
Therefore, in this interpretation, camels are chosen randomly and not for 
any special characteristics that may make them unique.

Circumstantial justification. It is also suggested that the reason 
for drawing attention specifically to the creation of camels in this sura 
is because of the important role they play in the lives of Arabs (IK14: 
333), which resulted in an emotional attachment to them and intimate 
knowledge of their different states. About this, al-Ra<zı says, “This ani-
mal had the strongest impact on the hearts of the Arabs, to the point 
that they made the blood price of someone who is killed be paid in cam-
els, and when an Arab king wanted to reward a poet lavishly he would 
give him a hundred camels” (R31: 143). He also says: “Arabs were the 
most knowledgeable about camels in their states of health and sickness 
and benefits and harms, which makes it appropriate for the All-Wise to 
command them (Arabs) to specifically reflect upon this animal” (R31: 
144). Al-Qurtubı also points out that, when it was suggested to al-Hasan 
(al-Basrı, d. 110/728) that elephants would have been a better choice 
than camels as they were even more amazing, he answered that elephants 
belonged to the remote past of Arabs (meaning that Arabs had already 
forgotten about them), which was not the case with camels (Q20: 25), 
whence comes the suggestion that the choice of camels for this function 
may have been based on environmental circumstances.

Al-Ra<zı and al Qurtubı find another contextual reason for the selec-
tion of camels, which fits with the other three signs mentioned in this 
sura, namely the sky, mountains, and the land. Al-Ra<zı says,

The Qur’an was revealed in the language of the Arabs, who used to travel fre-
quently [in search of pasture] as their land was barren. Most of their traveling 
was done on camels, and the Arabs used to travel in the empty deserts, away from 
people. Usually, when someone is alone and has no one to talk to and nothing 
to occupy his hearing or his sight, he occupies himself with reflection. When the 
traveling Arab starts this reflection, the first thing on which his sight falls is the 
camel he is riding, which is an amazing creature. If he looks up he sees the sky. If 
he looks at his sides he sees the mountains, and if he looks down he sees the land. 
It is as if God has commanded him to reflect specifically upon these items when he 
is alone and away from others, so that feelings of arrogance and envy would not 
distract him from abstract reflection. Since these are the only things he is able to 
see while in the desert, it is no wonder that God brought these four signs together 
in the same sura. (R31: 144, see also Q20: 26)

In this interpretation, therefore, camels are not selected for any particu-
lar reasons that make them exceptionally worthy of reflection, but rather 
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because of the role they happen to play in the lives of Arabs as their main 
means of transportation.

Along the same lines, al-Ra<zı also proposes a justification for the selec-
tion of camels that does not necessarily point to anything special about 
them or even points to a negative aspect he seems to perceive in them. 
He says,

Although all creatures are equal signs of God’s existence, they can still be divided 
into two categories. The first consists of creatures that simultaneously possess fea-
tures that trigger reflection and lead to wise thought, and features that make them 
objects of [human] desire. The second consists of creatures that have features 
which trigger reflection yet do not possess qualities that may make them objects 
of desire. Examples of the first category are beautiful human beings, gardens, 
gold, and silver. All of these are signs of creation, yet because they are objects of 
desire, God did not command people to reflect on them specifically, since there is 
no guarantee that once one engages in this process motives of desire would not 
overwhelm the motives of wisdom, which would hinder reflection and become a 
reason for increased love for these things. As for the second category, it consists 
of creatures that have no beauty in them and the constitution of which points 
to the infinite wisdom of their Creator, such as camels and other animals. Since 
Arabs were closer to camels in their daily lives, as was the case also with the sky, 
the land and mountains, it became more appropriate to choose these specific four 
signs. (R31: 144–5)

In this opinion, what makes camels an appropriate choice is that they 
lack beauty, which makes them a safer sign: Camels may trigger reflection 
among humans, however, they themselves appear defective, a view that 
seems to downgrade rather than elevate the status of camels. Elsewhere, 
however, al-Ra<zı affirms that one of the elements that makes camels spe-
cial is the beauty which is found in them “when you bring them home, 
and when you take them out to pasture” (R19: 182). As mentioned, he 
also affirms that camels have a very strong impact on the hearts of the 
Arabs, which points to a contradiction in the presentation of his views. 
Al-Ra<zı’s point may be that camels themselves are not physically attrac-
tive, yet they may be loved for the function they fulfill in Arabs’ lives. 
Their physical unattractiveness would allow them to be more appropri-
ate for the object of reflection, but even if this was indeed his opinion, 
it still remains difficult to disregard the emotional impact resulting from 
their importance in Arabs’ lives, which al-Ra<zı himself affirms.

Deliberate choice of camels
Element of strength. Al-Ra<zı, like the other three exegetes, proposes 
another set of interpretations that point to the specific characteristics of 
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camels that may have led to their selection. Among the particularly arrest-
ing features in camels to which he and the other three exegetes point is 
that, unlike any other animal, camels are loaded while on their knees, 
and thanks to their great strength they are capable of standing up while 
carrying their loads. Al-Tabarı’s comment on this is that “the One Who 
created [such a creature] would not find it difficult to create the things 
He described both in heaven and in hellfire” (T12: 556). Therefore, this 
feature in camels in his opinion is an indication of the divine attribute of 
omnipotence. In another opinion, this skill in camels could be a sign of 
one particular feature in heaven. It is maintained that when God revealed 
the verse “Wherein are couches raised” (88/al-Gha<shiya: 13), the disbe-
lievers challenged the Prophet, asking how it would be possible to climb 
such couches. So, in these exegetes’ opinions, God drew their attention to 
the familiar scene in which camels kneel down to allow humans to load 
and climb on them and then rise (Q20: 24).

Element of paradox. In this context, the four exegetes reiterate the 
theme of the miraculous aspect of camels’ subjugation and amenabil-
ity to riders who are significantly weaker than them, which they take 
as a clear sign of God’s existence. Ibn Kathır, who starts by asserting 
that camels are “astonishing creatures with amazing constitutions,” cites 
that “among their particularly extraordinary features is that despite 
their extreme strength they are still amenable to weak leaders [humans], 
allowing them to put heavy loads on their backs” (IK14: 333). Similarly, 
al-Ra<zı states that “despite the fact that camels are extremely powerful, 
they differ from other animals in that they are extremely amenable to the 
weakest animal, i.e. a small child” (R31: 143). Al-Qurtubı considers the 
subjugation of “a great creature” to “a small one” an astounding element 
that should be taken as a sign of creation (Q20: 24). Therefore, what the 
exegetes find impressive in the case of camels is not only their remarkable 
strength, but also the paradoxical element found in the obedience of such 
a strong creature to a weaker one. The discussion of this theme confirms 
that from our exegetes’ perspective the point of subjugating camels is 
to show God’s power, and not humans’ distinction, as humans continue 
to be portrayed as in fact too weak to deal with camels without divine 
assistance.

Element of blessings. Another reason for the specific selection of cam-
els in this sura in the opinions of al-Ra<zı, al-Qurtubı, and ibn Kathır is the 
comprehensive nature of the benefits they provide for humans. A camel 
can be used as a means of transportation, its milk serves to quench one’s 
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thirst, its flesh to satisfy one’s hunger, and its hair to provide a number 
of textile items. Furthermore, al-Ra<zı explains that in every single one of 
these benefits camels excel other animals. He explains that camels supply 
abundant amounts of milk, which can quench the thirst of a large num-
ber of people. They are thus, presumably, better than cows, whose main 
function is to produce milk. Similarly, their flesh can feed large crowds, 
which makes them better than sheep, which are mainly owned for the 
provision of meat. Camels can also traverse distances that cannot be cov-
ered by any other animal, because of qualities such as the capability to 
endure thirst, to be content with the types of fodder with which no other 
animal would be content (R31: 143). Al-Qurtubı’s comment on this is 
that “their blessings are more general and [God’s] omnipotence in them is 
more manifest.” Al-Qurtubı also quotes al-Hasan al-Basrı as saying that 
“God chose camels specifically [in this sura] because they eat pits, yet 
they produce milk.” His point is that camels may cost their owners very 
little because they can live on the cheapest types of fodder, however, they 
provide milk, which is nutritious and valuable. Therefore, al-Hasan attri-
butes their selection to the combination of the beneficial aspect with the 
element paradox. Likewise, when the suggestion was made to al-Hasan 
about elephants being more wondrous than camels, he protested that 
elephants “are like pigs, since their flesh cannot be eaten. Also, since you 
can neither ride nor milk them” (Q20: 25),10 the element of blessings 
becomes a crucial criterion in the selection of camels.

Imaginative faculty. Another reason al-Ra<zı offers as a justification 
for the selection of camels in this sura is their strong imaginative ability. 
Offering a personal anecdote, he relates how being lost in the desert, a 
camel helped him and his companions find their way back. “We were 
amazed at its strong imaginative faculty (quwwat takhayyul) and how 
the images of all those turns were kept in its memory in a way that a 
group of rational creatures were unable to do,” al-Ra<zı comments (R31: 
143). Perhaps, the reason behind al-Ra<zı’s amazement is the paradox he 
noticed between camels’ developed memories and his own presumption 
of their lack of intelligence. This theme (nonhuman animals’ imaginative 
faculty or strong memory) is in fact quite developed in Islamic and Arabic 
writings. This shows how closely Muslims observed other species and 
how fascinated they were by their various skills. This attitude, of course,  

10 This suggests that al-Hasan was not aware that Indians rode elephants or that he tacitly 
affirmed that elephants are not meant to be used for transportation.
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can be partly accounted for by the agrarian nature of premodern societ ies, 
which allowed Muslims to interact with and observe other animals closely. 
However, closeness to other animals is not the only reason. As noted, one 
of Waldau’s complaints about Buddhism, which similarly belongs to an 
agrarian milieu, is that, despite the heavy presence of nonhuman animals 
in its texts, attitudes toward them are “not based on extensive knowledge 
of other animals” which, in his opinion, indicates that “early Buddhists 
were unconcerned with exploring the actual realities of other animals.”11 
I think that by presenting animals as signs of creation the Qur’an played 
a key role in encouraging Muslims to observe them closely.

Anʿa<m
Element of paradox. The Qur’an also invites people to give special 
thought to anʿa<m or, more specifically, to one aspect in their creation, 
which is the production of milk in their bellies. It says, “And in the cattle 
there is a lesson for you. We give you to drink of that which is in their 
bellies, from betwixt the refuse and the blood, pure milk palatable to the 
drinkers” (16/al-Nahl: 66). As in the case of camels, among the principle 
factors that make this phenomenon worthy of mention in the opinion 
of the four exegetes are the two elements of paradox and blessing. Ibn 
Kathır, al-Qurtubı, and al-Ra<zı offer anatomical analyses that explain 
how pure and palatable milk is produced in the same vessel along with 
impure blood and excrement without being adulterated by them (R20: 
53–4; Q10: 82–3; IK8: 323–4). Al-Qurtubı comments on this phenom-
enon by citing another Qur’anic verse, “Effective wisdom; but warnings 
avail not” (54/al-Qamar: 5), to express his amazement that a sign which 
he finds tremendously clear is lost on many people.

Furthermore, al-Qurtubı notices another element of paradox, apply-
ing to anʿa<m themselves and not to the milk they produce. In his opinion, 
“among the greatest lessons” is that an “innocent” creature (presumably 
the word anʿa<m is again taken to mean camels only) carries a “sinful” 
one (i.e., the human being) (Q10: 81). While all four exegetes express 
their amazement at the fact that camels or riding animals in general carry 
humans, the source of their amazement is the element of paradox they see 
in the fact that a stronger creature is controlled by a weaker one. The par-
adox to which al-Qurtubı points out here, however, has a moral stamp. It 
presents camels not simply as the strong yet dumb creatures that are put 

11 Paul Waldau, “Buddhism and Animal Rights” in Contemporary Buddhist Ethics, ed. 
Damien Keown (Richmond: Curzon Press, 2000), 98.
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at the service of the physically weaker yet more intelligent human beings; 
camels possess the moral quality of innocence, which stands in contrast to 
the moral imperfection or sinfulness that is attributed to humans in this 
context. Another thought-provoking phenomenon to which al-Qurtubı 
points in his discussion of this verse is the obedience of anʿa<m to their 
owners or lords versus humans’ rebellion against their Lord, which makes 
anʿa<m, once again, better than (many) humans (Q10: 81).

Element of blessings. The element of blessings is particularly empha-
sized by al-Qurtubı, who quotes a hadıth in which the Prophet is reported 
to have said:

When one of you eats a [type] of food, let him/her say: “God bless it for us and 
feed us with [even] better food than this!” But when one of you drinks milk, let 
him/her say: “God bless it for us and give us more of it!” for it is the only thing 
that can substitute for [all] foods and drinks.12

Al-Qurtubı comments on this saying, “our scholars wonder how this 
would not be the case when milk constitutes the first food item that nour-
ishes the human being, allowing his/her body to grow. It is indeed nour-
ishment that is free from imperfections and it is the sustenance of bodies” 
(Q10: 84). Another blessed aspect of milk that al-Qurtubı mentions is 
the fact that God made it a sign of the guidance of the Muslim umma 
because, when on the Night of the Heavenly Journey, the Prophet was 
offered wine and milk to choose from, he chose milk. The Angel Gabriel 
commented on this saying: “you [Muhammad] have opted for the natu-
ral [human] disposition. Had you chosen wine, your nation would have 
gone astray.”13 Al-Qurtubı’s last comment on the blessed aspect of milk is 
“that when one prays to have more of it, one indeed prays for more pros-
perity, for milk is a sign of fertility, riches and blessings.” He concludes by 
affirming that “All of it is blessed!” (Q10: 84). Because the Qur’an pres-
ents anʿa<m as a source of this blessed substance, the intention is perhaps 
to extend this blessedness to them.

Elements of complexity and subtlety. Al-Ra<zı points also to the ele-
ment of complexity and subtlety, noticed in the digestive operation that 
leads to the making of milk as a clear indication not only of God’s exis-
tence, but also of a number of divine attributes, such as mercy, wisdom, 
and perfection (R20: 55). He offers a detailed anatomical explanation of 

12 Abū Da<wūd, Sunan, no. 3732.
13 Al-Bukha<rı, Sahıh, no. 3430.
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this process, highlighting its subtleties, the adaptability of the organs to 
different situations depending on the need of animal bodies, and the wis-
dom behind each single detail in it. He also points to infants’ (and other 
small animals’) innate capability of suckling mothers’ milk so that this 
complex process achieves the ultimate desired result (R20: 54–5).

In al-Ra<zı’s discussion, the different phases in the creation of milk 
show that resurrection is logically possible. He says:

Grass, which animals eat, comes from soil and water. The Creator of the world 
devises a plan in accordance with which clay is turned into plants and grass. 
When animals eat grass, he devises another plan in compliance with which grass 
is turned into blood, which is turned into milk. Milk can be turned into cheese 
and butter. This proves that God is capable of turning these bodies from one state 
to another. This being the case, it is not impossible that He bring back to the 
scattered parts of corpses attributes of life and consciousness, which proves that 
Resurrection and the Judgment Day are [logically] possible. (R20: 55)

Bees
The Qur’an says:

And your Lord inspired the bee, [saying]: Choose habitations in the hills and in 
the trees and that which they thatch; Then eat of all fruits, and follow the ways of 
your Lord, made smooth [for you]. There comes forth from their bellies a drink 
diverse of hues, wherein is healing for humankind. Herein is indeed a sign for 
people who reflect. (16/al-Nahl: 68–9)

As usual, the consulted exegetes emphasize the elements of paradox and 
blessing that make bees, their behavior, honey, and honeycombs signs of 
creation. Ibn Kathır finds these two elements (paradox and blessings) in 
“God’s inspiration to this animal, which despite its frail structure, follows 
rough paths, picks its food from all sorts of fruits, and makes honey and 
wax.” In his opinion, these acts are food for thought for “people who reflect 
on the greatness of the Creator, Commander, and Subjugator of these ani-
mals; thus they can conclude that He is the Planner, the Omnipotent, the 
Wise, the Knowledgeable, the Generous, and the Merciful” (IK8: 329). 
Al-Tabarı finds honey with its healing characteristic a sign worthy of 
reflection, for it should lead one to think “of the One who subdued 
these bees, guided them to eat from specific fruits, take habitation in 
mountains, trees and thatches and made honey come from their bellies” 
(T7: 614–5). These exegetes find it inconceivable that a bee would be able 
to recognize the right fruits, find the right paths, and produce honey if it 
had to do all of this without receiving external guidance. Al-Qurtubı says, 
“Unbiased reflection and deep thought would lead one to conclude with 
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certainty that bees mastered these subtle skills despite their frail struc-
ture thanks to God” (Q10: 92). Therefore, the disproportion between the 
bee’s frail structure and what it can achieve is a sign that God is behind 
this complex process. Al-Qurtubı finds another paradoxical element that 
applies to honey. He quotes the Prophet’s cousin ʿAlı ibn Abı T a<lib, who, 
in an attempt to minimize the value of worldly life, says in allusion to 
both honey and silk that “the noblest of humans’ foods is a bee’s vomit, 
and the noblest of their clothing is a worm’s saliva.” Although al-Qurtubı 
is not certain that honey comes from the bee’s stomach through its 
mouth, he still asserts that it is formed inside its belly, which points to the 
impurity of honey’s origin in contrast with its superiority as a food item 
(Q10: 89). The beehive’s wonderful structure is another sign of divine 
perfection. Al-Qurtubı quotes the Andalusian exegete ibn al-ʿArabı (d. 
543/1148), who affirms that the hexagonal shape found in honeycombs 
is the only geometrical shape that allows such tightness in a building so 
as to leave no gaps between the parts (Q10: 89).14 Another element of 
paradox to which al-Ra<zı points is that with one end of its body the bee 
produces honey, whereas with the other it stings. This contrast is even 
reflected at a linguistic level, for if one reverses the letters of the word 
ʿasal (honey) one gets the verb lasaʿ (to sting, R2: 92). Like Anʿa<m, there-
fore, bees are at once signs of blessings (in their capacity as producers of 
honey) and of thought-provoking paradoxical phenomena. According to 
these discussions, observing them closely could potentially reveal aspects 
of God’s mercy and majesty.

Birds. Birds are worthy of contemplation mostly because of their 
capacity to fly. The same elements of paradox and benefit characterize 
this wondrous phenomenon (flying), however, in this case the benefits 
appear to be limited to birds. The Qur’an says, “Have they not seen the 
birds above them spreading out their wings and closing them? Nothing 
upholds them save the Beneficent. He is Seer of all things” (67/al-Mulk: 
19); and “Have they not seen the birds obedient in mid-air? None holds 
them save God. Herein, verily, are signs for people who believe” (16/
al-Nahl: 79). In his commentary on 16/al-Nahl: 79, al-Ra<zı says, “God 
has given birds wings which they can spread out and close … He also 
created the air with a subtle and penetrable nature. If it were not for 
these two elements, flying would not have been possible” (R20: 73). In 

14 Ibn al-ʿArabı, Ahka<m al-Qur’an, 3: 136.
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al-Ra<zı’s opinion, the element of paradox in the phenomenon of flying 
consists of the noncompliance of the mass of the bird’s body with the 
regular laws of gravity. He says, “Birds’ bodies consist of a mass which 
in principle should hinder them from staying in the air without a prop 
to support them from the bottom and without straps to suspend them 
from the top. Therefore, birds are capable of remaining in the open air 
because God holds them up” (R20: 73). Furthermore, the fact that God 
holds birds in the open space, in ibn Kathır’s opinion, is an indication of 
His mercy. He says, “(God) subjugated the air to them, out of mercy and 
benevolence.” Ibn Kathır says also that God knows what benefits every 
creature. Therefore, one of the divine attributes of which the “wondrous” 
flying phenomenon is an indication is divine mercy toward birds and by 
extension, toward all creatures (IK14: 76).

Human beings. Humans are often invited to ponder their own creation 
in the Qur’an. For example, in surat al-Ta<riq (86: 5), it is said: “So let the 
human being (al-insa<n) consider from what he is created.” Surat al-Hajj 
(22: 5) contains a more detailed invitation. It says:

O humankind (ya< ayyuha< al-na<s)! if you are in doubt concerning the Resurrection, 
then [know that] We have created you from dust, then from a drop of seed, then 
from a clot, then from a little lump of flesh shapely and shapeless, that We may 
make [it] clear for you. And We cause what We will to remain in the wombs for 
an appointed time, and afterward We bring you forth as infants, then [give you 
growth] that you attain your full strength. And among you there is he who dies 
[young], and among you there is he who is brought back to the most abject time 
of life, so that, after knowledge, he knows naught. And you see the earth barren, 
but when We send down water thereon, it thrills and swells and puts forth every 
lovely kind [of growth].

The Qur’an also says, “We shall show them [human beings] Our signs on 
the horizons and within themselves until it will be manifest unto them 
that it is the Truth” (41/Fussilat: 53). Clearly, then, humans are treated as 
signs of creation in this scripture.

In our exegetes’ discussions, humans’ function as a sign of creation is 
founded on the same elements of paradox, blessings, and perfection and 
serves to prove God’s existence and other attributes as well as the logi-
cal possibility of resurrection. Among the explanations that al-Qurtubı 
offers, for example, verse 41: 53 hints “to [God’s] subtle making and the 
meticulous attention to details [in the creation of the human being]. This 
meticulousness extends even to urine and feces, for a man eats and drinks 
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from one orifice [the mouth], yet excretions are sorted out and leave the 
body from two different orifices” (Q15: 244). Another element of contrast 
is perceivable in the creation of the eyes, “which are merely two drops of 
water, yet they can cross [instantly] the distance between earth and the sky, 
a distance that may take up to 500 years if one were to cross it walking.” 
Humans, therefore, like all other animals and creatures, carry in them-
selves the same paradoxical phenomena that, upon reflection, can lead 
them to the same conclusions about God’s existence. Furthermore, these 
paradoxical phenomena point to God’s mercy. For example, the two drops 
of water (the eyes) allow humans to travel cosmic distances effortlessly.

Al-Ra<zı’s discussion of 22/al-Hajj: 5 (the different stages in humans’ 
creation) recalls in many ways his discussion of the formation of milk in 
anʿa<m’s bellies. This verse, al-Ra<zı explains, mentions seven stages in the 
creation of the human being, starting with dust, which is turned into a 
drop of seed, and so forth. He says: “it is as if God says here, ‘I am the one 
who has turned solid dust (al-tura<b al-ya<bis) into subtle water (ma<ʾ latıf), 
although there is no correspondence between the two elements at all.’” 
The point of the enumeration of these stages, as is the case with descrip-
tion of the creation of milk, is also to prove that resurrection is logically 
possible, for “how can the One who causes such transformations to take 
place in this life be unable to resurrect humans” (R23: 8–10)? As signs of 
creation, therefore, humans do not differ from any other creature.

These animals are fit to function as signs in the Qur’an because of 
some features that are presented as leading, upon reflection, to certain 
theological conclusions. Among these, the element of paradox is perhaps 
the most important. When this element is noticed in a certain phenom-
enon or creature, such as the production of honey by a small and frail 
insect, or the production of white and palatable milk in the same vessel 
that contains blood and excrement, the paradox is supposed to instigate 
humans to reflect upon the external factor that makes such things pos-
sible. Therefore, in the exegetes’ opinions, paradox is generally a sign 
of God’s existence. It can also be an indication of His omnipotence, for 
the One who can make such contradictory elements function harmoni-
ously and smoothly must possess tremendous power. Another important 
feature found in these signs is the element of blessing, which in many 
cases is associated with the element of paradox. The beneficial aspect 
of these signs is supposed to be an indication of God’s infinite benevo-
lence, mercy, and generosity. Occasionally the exegetes point also to the 
perfection of these animals’ creation, which they take as a sign of divine 
perfection. Finally, the element of transformation, found especially in the 
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formation of milk and the various stages in humans’ creation, can be a 
sign of resurrection.

Inside the world of nonhuman animals

The preceding themes, especially the ones concerning animals in rela-
tion to God and as signs of creation, deal mainly with external aspects 
of nonhuman animals, especially their status and worth from a divine 
perspective as interpreted by the exegetes and their physical or anatomical 
characteristics. Therefore, they are hardly informative about the Qur’anic 
depiction of the psychological makeup of nonhuman animals or what 
actually goes on in their minds. As has already been pointed out on a 
number of occasions, however, the Qur’an ascribes to nonhuman animals 
several characteristics, which are not usually confirmed by human senses. 
The most prominent of these is a spiritual dimension in which the entire 
universe partakes. Although the nature of nonhuman animals’ spiritual-
ity is the subject of controversy, the exegetes never question the principle 
itself. The most intriguing animal themes in the Qur’an, however, occur 
in a sura titled after a small insect, the sura of al-Naml (Ants), which, 
despite the brevity of the passage that it dedicates to nonhuman animals, 
still allows us to have a glimpse inside aspects of certain animals’ minds 
and psychology from a Qur’anic standpoint. In this sura, we hear some 
nonhuman animals’ voices, and we are introduced to their perspectives. 
This quick look inside the minds of certain animals reveals that, according 
to the Qur’an, they can be moral beings capable of making choices and 
also held accountable for those choices. The theme of nonhuman animals’ 
accountability is also suggested in the context of animals’ resurrection. 
Although there are attempts to minimize these animal themes by limiting 
them to the few individual animals quoted in the Qur’an, the mere fact 
that the Qur’an presents things from an ant’s perspective or that it informs 
us about a hoopoe’s views on political, social, and religious matters that 
apply not to hoopoes but rather to humans is highly significant. 

In this section, I will first discuss nonhuman animals’ spirituality and 
the different understandings of this phenomenon. I will then move to 
themes that highlight even further the complexity of (certain?) non-
human animals, such as language, morality, inspiration, resurrection, 
accountability, and perspective. Finally, I will propose an assessment of 
our exegetes’ views on these topics, mainly with the aim of highlight-
ing their ambivalent, and sometimes even contradictory, approaches to 
certain Qur’anic animal themes.
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Spirituality
Nonhuman animals, or at least certain species thereof, are individually 
discussed in the Qur’an in terms of spirituality on just a few occasions 
(16/al-Nahl: 49; 21/al-Anbya<ʾ: 79; 22/al-Hajj: 18; and 24/al-Nūr: 41). 
However, all of them are obviously included among the countless num-
ber of creatures, animate and inanimate, that constantly worship God. 
The Qur’an mentions a few forms of active and passive worship in which 
the so-called nonrational creatures partake, such as tasbıh (praise/glori-
fication of God), sujūd (prostration), and fear of or submission to God 
(khashya), and some of the exegetes even include ritual prayers (sala<t), 
fasting (sawm), and even self-sacrifice for the sake of God in these crea-
tures’ forms of worship. Although none of these creatures are denied the 
spiritual dimension ascribed to them by the Qur’an, our exegetes differ 
greatly on the nature of this spirituality.

Tasbıh (glorification/praise of God). Our exegetes hold two major views 
on the nature of nonrational creatures’ praise of God: The first is active 
and linguistic, containing glorification formulae similar to that of human 
language; the second is passive and excludes any form of consciousness 
and language and seems to be more compatible with the human idea of 
what are considered nonrational beings. The Qur’an says that “The seven 
heavens and the earth and all that is therein praise Him, and there is not 
a thing but hymns His praise; but you do not understand their praise. He 
is ever Clement, Forgiving” (17/al-Isra<ʾ : 44). In his commentary on this 
verse, ibn Kathır says that all these creatures “exalt, glorify, extol and 
praise God, and testify to His oneness in lordship and divinity” (IK9: 
15). In ibn Kathır’s view, nonhuman being’s worship of God is a complex 
phenomenon that may even be ritualistic, because it involves ritualistic 
prayers (sala<t), as opposed to invocations or simple prayers (duʿa<ʾ , IK13: 
471). It also seems to involve language and awareness of a number of 
God’s attributes, such as His oneness and exaltedness (IK9: 16). Ibn Kathır 
attributes humans’ incapability to understand other creatures’ hymning 
praises to the fact that these creatures’ languages are different from human 
ones. He also cites a number of traditions in which the Prophet and some 
of his companions are reported to have heard and understood the tasbıh of 
many inanimate and animate nonhuman beings (IK9: 16–20). Therefore, 
this worship as presented by ibn Kathır recalls human worship first in its 
complexity; second, in its being a conscious practice; and third, in its use 
of language, which, in spite of its difference from human languages, is 
intelligible to some human beings on exceptional occasions.
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Al-Tabarı’s presentation of the so-called nonrational creatures’ tasbıh 
is similar to ibn Kathır’s, however, in some of the opinions he reports only 
living creatures practice active or conscious tasbıh, whereas inanimate 
beings do not. Therefore, whether in his or in the other opinions that he 
reports, nonhuman animals and even living plants are consistently among 
the creatures that practice active tasbıh, which involves forms of lan-
guage and consciousness. Al-Tabarı quotes a hadıth in which the Prophet 
is reported to have told his companions, “Shall I inform you of something 
[the Prophet] Noah taught to his son? He taught him to say: ‘Praise and 
glory be to God,’ (subha<n Alla<h wa-bi-hamdih) for this is the prayer and 
the praise formula which is hymned by all creatures (fa-innaha< sala<tu 
al-khala<ʾiq).”15 Al-Tabarı also cites a tradition attributed to the early exe-
gete ʿIkrima (d. 105/723) in which he is reported to have said, “Let none 
of you deride his riding animal or his clothes, for everything glorifies 
God” (T8: 85).16 Neither al-Tabarı nor ibn Kathır elaborates extensively 
on the nature of these creatures’ tasbıh, and in many cases they only 
quote or paraphrase the Qur’anic verses or the hadıths that deal with this 
topic. Despite this lack of elaboration (or because of it), it is clear that 
both of them accept the literal meaning of tasbıh.

Al-Qurt ubı  and al-Ra <zı  elaborate on the theme of the so-called non-
rational creatures’ tasbı h  and propose different ways of understanding 
this phenomenon. Al-Qurt ubı  cites two major types of tasbı h , which 
are tasbı h  al-h aqı qa, or real tasbı h , and tasbı h  al-dala <la, or the tasbı h  
of indication. Tasbı h  al-h aqı qa is the same as the one established by ibn 
Kathı r and al-T abarı , as it involves language articulated by the crea-
tures that practice it and their awareness of this practice. Those who 
advocate this opinion, al-Qurt ubı  informs us, support their view with 
the part of the verse that says, “but you understand not their praise.” 
In their opinion, “it would have been acceptable to interpret this tasbı h  
figuratively, had it not been specifically pointed out in the verse that 
these creatures’ tasbı h  is generally unintelligible [to humans]” (Q10: 
173). Therefore, for them this must be a verbally expressed tasbı h , how-
ever, humans are incapable of deciphering it. In contrast with tasbı h  
al-h aqı qa, tasbı h  al-dala <la simply consists of every creature’s state of 
calling attention to its Creator. In this groups’ opinion, every “created 

15 Ibn Abı Shayba, Musannaf ibn Abı Shayba (Riadh: Maktabat al-Rushd, 1988), no. 
29425.

16 Ibn Abı al-Dunya<, Kita<b hawa<tif al-jinna<n (Beirut, Dimashq, ʿAmma<n: al-Maktab 
al-Isla<mı, 1995), 121–2.
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thing, just by existing, testifies that God is its creator and that He is 
omnipotent” (Q10: 173). Therefore, this tasbı h  consists of the capabil-
ity of all created things of occasioning (verbal?) tasbı h  among rational 
beings once the latter are guided to theological conclusions based on the 
function of these creatures as signs of creation. Advocates of this opin-
ion, al-Qurt ubı  continues to explain, face a difficulty: The verse states 
that nonhuman creatures’ tasbı h  is generally unintelligible to humans, 
a description that apparently does not correspond to tasbı h  al-dala <la, 
which appears to be easily accessible to humans. This group is not both-
ered by this difficulty; they explain that the inability to interpret other 
creatures’ tasbı h  applies only to the disbelievers, “who are incapable of 
understanding God’s signs and who do not give careful thought to what 
they see around them.” Therefore, in this understanding, the so-called 
nonrational creatures’ tasbı h  is only a figurative one and excludes any 
possible dimension in them that is unknown to humans. Those who 
advocate this opinion justify it by the fact that these creatures have no 
consciousness, and therefore they find it inconceivable that inanimate 
things can practice literal or actual tasbı h .

Although al-Qurtubı cites both opinions, he is fully convinced that 
all creatures’ tasbıh belongs to the first category, that is, real tasbıh. He 
says, “The truth is that everything practices [real] tasbıh as this is corrob-
orated by scriptural evidence … It is a verbally articulated tasbıh, which 
involves life and language [even among inanimate creatures]. Since the 
Prophetic tradition has corroborated the literal meaning of what came in 
the Qur’an [regarding all creatures’ tasbıh] then this is the more adequate 
interpretation” (Q10: 173–4).

Like al-Qurt ubı , al-Ra <zı  also mentions these two types of tasbı h , 
which he designates as tasbı h  bi-al-qawl (verbal tasbı h , corresponding 
to al-Qurt ubı ’s tasbı h  al-h aqı qa) and tasbı h  al-dala <la. However, unlike 
al-Qurt ubı , he adopts the figurative meaning. Al-Ra <zı  begins his argu-
ment by establishing that the living creature who is mukallaf (required 
to follow the precepts of religion) practices tasbı h  in two different ways. 
The first one is by way of language, when the mukallaf creature says: 
“Glory be to God!” and the second is by way of dala <la, or indication 
(explained earlier). As for those who are not mukallaf, such as nonhu-
man animals and inanimate things, they practice only the second type 
of tasbı h  because the first type occurs only when a creature possesses 
rational faculties, knowledge, understanding, and language. All of this, 
al-Ra <zı  asserts, is inconceivable in the case of inanimate things (R20: 
174–5).
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17 Note also that al-Ra<zı grants that on exceptional occasions God can (and does) create 
life and rationality even in inanimate things (R3: 120).

Al-Ra<zı supports his argument with both rational and scriptural 
proofs. For the rational one, he states that

If we accept that inanimate things possess knowledge and language, then pos-
sessing knowledge does not serve anymore as evidence to establish that God has 
the attribute of life. If we accept that inanimate things know God and praise him 
without being living creatures, then it becomes unnecessary for a being that is 
knowledgeable, omnipotent and possessing language to be living as well. But this 
is ignorance and blasphemy, for it is known necessarily (maʿlūm bi-al-darūra) that 
the one that has no life can have no power and no language. (R20: 175)17

Therefore, for al-Ra<zı at least the attribute of knowledge (ʿilm) cannot be 
logically separated from the attribute of life because once we accept that 
knowledge is possible in the absence of life, it becomes imaginable that 
God could be knowledgeable without being living, which, in his opinion, 
is both ignorance and disbelief (jahl wa-kufr). Like ibn Hazm, al-Ra<zı 
apparently will not conceive of a form of life or consciousness that would 
differ from our understanding of these concepts, an idea that our other 
three exegetes do not seem to consider farfetched.

As for the scriptural evidence, al-Ra<zı finds corroboration for his opin-
ion in the same verse (17/al-Isra<ʾ: 44), as do his opponents. Those who 
use this verse to establish the literal meaning of tasbıh, al-Ra<zı maintains, 
claim that “the tasbıh discussed in this verse is unintelligible to humans, 
while tasbıh al-dala<la is indeed intelligible to them. Therefore, in their 
opinion, these creatures’ tasbıh must be different from the one accessible 
to humans, namely tasbıh al-dala<la.” Al-Ra<zı’s answer can be summed up 
in two points. First, in fact tasbıh al-dala<la is not fully available to humans, 
whether believers or disbelievers. Because this tasbıh consists of nonra-
tional beings’ ability to generate reflection among humans, hence leading 
the humans to practice (actual) tasbıh, then, if this type of tasbıh were to 
fulfill its function properly, humans would be required to reflect on every 
single created thing and to have full knowledge of all the existent things 
and all the details of the existence of each one of them. However, there 
is no limit to the things that can be known and on which one can reflect, 
and humans cannot possibly encompass all this knowledge to allow this 
kind of tasbıh to realize its full potential. Second, the disbelievers, even 
if they admit that the universe has a Creator, do not reflect on His crea-
tion to find out about His attributes (and hence abstain from the prac-
tice of this tasbıh). Al-Ra<zı concludes that although tasbıh al-dala<la is in 
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principle accessible to humans, it is not readily or easily so and definitely 
not so in its entirety as the advocates of the literal interpretation claim. 
Al-Ra<zı’s concluding argument is that because the last part of the verse 
mentions God’s clemency and forgiveness, then the verse must be point-
ing to a kind of tasbıh that in principle is accessible to humans but which 
humans either do not understand, refuse to understand, or understand 
poorly. For otherwise, why should they be held accountable and then be 
forgiven for a type of knowledge that is totally outside their reach? In 
his opinion, the only tasbıh that fits this description is tasbıh al-dala<la, 
because the other type of tasbıh, if it truly existed among the so-called 
nonrational creatures, would be totally incomprehensible to humans, and 
there would be no reason for them either to be held accountable for not 
knowing it or to be forgiven for their failure to do so.

Therefore, al-Ra<zı relies on two arguments to support his view that 
so-called nonrational creatures cannot conceivably practice actual tasbıh. 
One of these is the element of life, and the other is language with its 
accompanying features of knowledge and understanding. Al-Ra<zı’s view 
requires some analysis, however, this will be deferred until the discussion 
of nonhuman animals’ language. At this point, it suffices to point out first 
that the life factor on which he bases his rational argument in granting 
tasbıh al-dala<la only to the so-called nonrational creatures works only 
in the case of inanimate beings and not in the case of nonhuman ani-
mals. In fact, as will be shown, al-Ra<zı does not rule out the possibility 
of nonhuman animals’ spirituality on logical grounds, but rather on the 
ground of taklıf, which ultimately rests on the basis of ijma<ʿ (consensus of 
the umma). Therefore, nonhuman animals’ spirituality and possession of 
language are not inherently inconceivable matters according to al-Ra<zı’s 
logic.

Second, al-Ra<zı’s argument is not fully consistent. In his opinion, 
humans cannot be fairly held accountable (then forgiven) for a type of 
tasbıh that is totally out of their reach. What makes this expectation 
unfair is the fact that because of its nature, tasbıh al-haqıqa is totally out 
of the scope of humans: The language(s) in which this tasbıh is articu-
lated do(es) not correspond to anything humans know. However, the type 
of alternative tasbıh (tasbıh al-dala<la) that he proposes is also out of the 
scope of humans, including the righteous, because of its size. Whereas the 
disbeliever or less pious may abstain from the practice of tasbıh al-dala<la 
because of their moral or religious shortcomings, for which, in al-Ra<zı’s 
view, it would be fair to expect them to answer, the more pious cannot 
practice this tasbıh properly (i.e., reflecting on every single created being) 
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because its sheer size places it out of their scope. Thus, if the mention of 
God’s clemency and forgiveness in this verse serves to weaken the literal 
interpretation of this glorification, it can hardly be used to strengthen the 
second interpretation the way al-Ra<zı presents it: Both types of tasbıh fall 
outside humans’ capability – the first because of its nature, the second 
because of its size.

Although the four exegetes acknowledge that all animals without 
exception partake in the practice of tasbıh in one way or another, some 
animals are singled out from others in this respect. Among these, birds 
are mentioned explicitly in the Qur’an as glorifiers of God, once in 21/
al-Anbiya<ʾ: 79, “And We subdued the hills and the birds to hymn [His] 
praise along with David,” and another time in 24/al-Nūr: 41, “Have you 
not seen that God, He it is Whom all who are in the heavens and the 
earth praise, and the birds in their flight? Of each He knows verily the 
worship and the praise, and God is aware of what they do.” In the case 
of 21/al-Anbiya<ʾ: 79, ibn Kathır tells us that these birds praised God in 
response to the Prophet David’s hymns of praise and because of the cap-
tivating beauty of his voice, which “whenever he hymned the praises of 
God, made the birds stand still in the air and respond to him” (IK9: 424). 
Ibn Kathır also says that “the birds in the state of flying worship and 
hymn the praise of God using [formulae] of praise He taught to them and 
to which He guided them” (IK10: 256). Al-Qurtubı reports an opinion 
stating that birds have a ritualistic prayer, although it does not involve 
bowing and prostration, as is the case with ritualistic prayers practiced by 
Muslim human beings. It is also suggested that birds’ ritualistic prayers 
consist of the flapping of their wings (Q12: 189). Even al-Ra<zı, who usu-
ally insists on understanding nonhuman animals and inanimate beings’ 
spirituality in a figurative sense, concedes that the birds that worshipped 
God with the Prophet David did so in a literal sense. He says,

Verbal communication is not totally unimaginable in the case of birds. However, 
there is consensus among the umma that those who are required to observe the 
precepts of religion (mukallaf) are [only] the jinn, humans and angels. Birds do not 
possess the rational faculties that would lead to the imposition of such precepts 
on them. Nonetheless, even if birds are not mukallaf, they can still be commanded 
to do or prohibited from doing certain things, just like children. Therefore, these 
[birds’] praises of God are tantamount to a miracle, since they are raised to the 
level of adolescents as regards their level of understanding. (R22: 173)

Hence, even if al-Ra<zı insists that in general birds (and other nonhu-
man animals) have no rational faculties, he is still ready to grant that on 
exceptional occasions they may possess some minimum language skills 
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and some understanding that is comparable to that of minor humans. 
This, however, remains in his opinion a miraculous and exceptional phe-
nomenon that cannot be generalized.

Sujūd (prostration). On numerous occasions the Qur’an also mentions 
that all creatures, sometimes including even disbelievers, prostrate to 
God. The exegetes offer a wide spectrum of definitions for this concept 
to account for the different creatures’ versions of it. Among the four 
consulted exegetes, ibn Kathır is the one who sticks closest to the literal 
meaning and avoids elaborating on this concept. Nonetheless, it is clear 
that he takes the prostration attributed in the Qur’an to all creatures to 
be a form of worship. In his interpretation of “Have you not seen that to 
God prostrates whosoever is in the heavens and whosoever is in the earth, 
and the sun, and the moon, and the stars, and the hills, and the trees, and 
the beasts, and many of humankind” (22/al-Hajj: 18), ibn Kathır quotes a 
hadıth in which the Prophet is reported to have prohibited Muslims from 
sitting unnecessarily on the backs of riding animals, for “a riding animal 
may be better than the person who rides it and may remember God more 
than the person riding it does” (IK10: 26).18 Because this hadıth does not 
explain the nature of nonhuman animals’ prostration, it becomes obvious 
that the reason for citing it in this context is to serve as a reminder of the 
principle of nonhuman animals’ spirituality.

Al-Tabarı takes the prostration of the so-called nonrational creatures 
mentioned in this verse to be simply the prostration or the inclination of 
their shadows (T9: 122). Al-Tabarı’s interpretation is not without lexi-
cal or Qur’anic foundations. Lexically, he asserts that the meaning of the 
verb sajada (to prostrate) is also to turn. Additionally, the Qur’an says: 
“Have they not observed all things that God has created, how their shad-
ows incline to the right and to the left, making prostration unto God, and 
they are lowly?” (16/al-Nahl: 48), which links the practice of prostration 
to the turning of the shadows. About this, al-Tabarı reports a number of 
opinions, some stating that this prostration consists of the turning of the 
shadow itself, and others asserting rather that each creature has an actual 
prostration independent of its shadow. For example, he quotes al-Dahha<k 
as saying that upon the turning of the shadow, all creatures fall down in 
prostration to God, and adds that al-Dahha<k and his companions liked 
to pray at that time, as if to synchronize their worship with that of the 
rest of creatures (T7: 593). Therefore, al-Dahha<k takes the prostration of 

18 Ahmad, Musnad, al-Makkiyyın, Sahl ibn Muʿa<dh ibn Anas al-Juhanı, no. 15629.
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all creatures as something that occurs upon the turning of the shadow, 
and not as something that consists of the turning of the shadow itself.

Although al-Tabarı is more inclined to consider the prostration in 
which all creatures partake to be simply the turning of their shadows, 
clear indications in his discussion show that in his opinion this natural 
phenomenon, the turning of the shadow, is not void of spiritual signifi-
cance. For example, he reports an opinion stating that “God made every 
creature He has brought down from the heavens worship Him, either will-
ingly or unwillingly” (T11: 576). Another opinion that he reports states 
that “every star, sun, and moon in the skies falls in prostration when it 
sets, and rises again only when it is granted permission to do so,” hence 
indicating that the prostration of nonrational beings is a form of actual 
worship involving conscious behavior that is not traditionally attributed 
to them (T9: 122). Al-Tabarı, again, gives us no reason to think that he 
understands any of these concepts figuratively.19

The phenomenon of prostration acquires more meanings with al-Ra<zı 
and al-Qurtubı. In addition to the idea of turning mentioned earlier, both 
exegetes say that sujūd also means submission and resignation. In his 
discussion of the sujūd of the disbelievers, al-Qurtubı says that this phe-
nomenon consists of “the submissiveness and obedience to God’s plan-
ning and decrees in matters of strength and weakness, health and illness 
and beauty and ugliness” (Q12: 17). Al-Qurtubı’s point seems to be that 
no creature has absolute control over its own self or destiny, and it is 
only God who determines the different states through which any crea-
ture passes. Therefore, in matters where there is no room for free choice, 
sujūd (which, here, is compliance with God’s decrees) takes over. Al-Ra<zı 
establishes the same idea through a discussion of the compliance of the 
celestial bodies with God’s commands when they revolve in their orbits. 
Both exegetes also state that the simple fact of being in need of a Creator 
to be brought into existence is a form of sujūd. Another interpretation 
that al-Ra<zı gives to the idea of sujūd of the shadows is that it is the sim-
ple movement of “falling down on and sticking to the ground, in a way 
that recalls the prostration of a human being” (R20: 35–6).

Although al-Ra<zı’s and al-Qurtubı’s definitions of sujūd are similar, 
their interpretation of the significance of the concepts of submission and 
resignation of all creatures to God are different. Al-Ra<zı distinguishes 

19 Although among the fala<sifa such an idea may rest on the assumption that celestial 
spheres are animate beings with rational souls, this assumption does not seem to be 
shared here because al-Tabarı attributes this opinion to the first century exegete Abū 
al-ʿAliya al-Riya<hi (d. 90 or 93/708 or 712).
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between two types of sujūd: the sujūd al-ʿiba<da and sujūd al-inqiya<d. 
Sujūd al-ʿiba<da is a form of active worship that corresponds to pros-
tration as performed by Muslims (usually as part of ritual prayers) and 
angels. Sujūd al-inqiya<d, on the other hand, simply consists of submission 
to or compliance with God’s decrees. This type of sujūd is performed by 
all creatures (R20: 36). Just by making this distinction, al-Ra<zı strips 
the sujūd al-inqiya<d of any spiritual significance and insists that when 
the word applies to the so-called nonrational creatures, it consists only 
of automatic behavior according to natural laws that God has put into 
operation. Just as in the case of tasbıh al-dala<la, sujūd al-inqiya<d hardly 
contains any idea of actual or conscious worship on the part of the crea-
ture that practices it.

Al-Qurtubı’s analysis, on the other hand, suggests that the gap 
between the two types of sujūd is insignificant or even nonexistent. He 
himself affirms that all things listen to and obey God (al-ashya<ʾu kulluha< 
samıʿa mutıʿa lilla<h; Q10: 74), which suggests a more interactive behav-
ior between these creatures and God. He also quotes ibn al-Anba<rı (d. 
328/940), who maintains that the prostration of shadows is a conscious 
behavior because “shadows acquire minds with which they prostrate 
themselves in self-abasement to God, in the same way that mountains 
acquire minds to the point that they exchange speech” (Q9: 198–9).20 
Al-Qurtubı does not fully agree with this opinion, as in an opinion that 
he attributes to al-Qushayrı (d. 465/1072), the possibility of shadows’ 
acquisition of minds is questioned because “mountains are substances; 
therefore it is possible for them to acquire minds with which they submit 
themselves to God, provided that they acquire life. But shadows are acci-
dents, therefore, it is unlikely that they acquire minds” (Q9: 199) However, 
the very refutation of the active prostration of shadows contains a con-
firmation that nonhuman animals may consciously submit themselves to 
God.21 Like al-Tabarı, he also quotes an opinion stating that all celestial 
bodies, upon setting, fall in prostration to God and remain in that pos-
ture until they obtain permission to rise again. Al-Qurtubı comments on 
this by saying, “This is true prostration which requires the existence of 

20 This could be a reference to a tradition attributed to ʿAlı ibn Abı T a<lib, stating that the 
Prophet used to hear the greetings of inanimate beings (al-Tirmidhı, Sunan al-Tirmidhı 
[Cairo: Jamʿıyyat al-Maknaz al-Islamı, 2001], no. 3630). It could also be a reference to 
21/al-Anbiya<ʾ: 79.

21 Animals have “atomic” bodies that constitute substance in the context of ʿilm al-kala<m. 
The Ashʿarite Qushayrı could also be saying that accidents cannot have accidents, and 
because minds are accidents, they cannot be acquired by shadows.
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life and mind in the creature that performs it” (Q12: 17–8). Therefore, 
al-Qurtubı explicitly states that conscious submission to God is a feature 
shared by all creatures.

Duʿa<ʾ (invocations). Al-Ra<zı reports from Muhammad al-Ba<qir (possibly) 
(d. 113/731),22 who asserts that in the morning, birds glorify God and 
ask Him for their sustenance (R24: 10). Although al-Ra<zı himself rejects 
this opinion, he still allows us to know about another aspect of worship 
attributed to birds, which is duʿa<ʾ, or invocations. In fact, in such opinions, 
birds’ worship of God is presented as multidimensional and interactive. 
Birds are portrayed as being aware not only of God’s attributes or of their 
own obedience to Him but also of other creatures’ worship, such as the 
Prophet David’s, which they deeply appreciated and in which they took 
part.

In the exegetical works, nonhuman animals’ prayers may even have 
an impact on human beings. In one anecdote, it is related that the 
Prophet Solomon once went out with some people to perform a rain 
prayer (s ala <t al-istisqa <ʾ).23 On their way they saw an ant lying on its 
back and raising its legs to the sky. Solomon could hear the ant saying, 
“God, we are among your creatures, and rain is indispensable for us. 
Without rain we will perish.” Solomon told his companions that they no 
longer needed to perform the prayer, for the ant’s prayer was sufficient 
(IK10: 398). In the Prophet Jonah’s story, the reason his people were 
spared severe punishment was that once they took his warnings seri-
ously, they left their town accompanied by their children and domestic 
animals. “When they reached the desert,” ibn Kathı r says, “the humans 
prayed, the camels brayed, the cows mooed, and the sheep bleated until 
God forgave them” (IK9: 434). Although ibn Kathı r does not explic-
itly state that these domestic animals were praying with the humans, 
by citing them all together in this context he seems to imply that these 
animals were praying to God as intensely as the human beings and 
that their prayers were answered, resulting in everyone’s salvation. The 
fact that humans participated in this prayer with other animals shows 
also how firmly humans are perceived to be placed within the animal 
world.

22 The quotation has Muhammad ibn Jaʿfar al-Ba<qir, which is clearly a mistake. What is 
meant is probably Muhammad Abū Jaʿfar al-Ba<qir.

23 A prayer performed with the aim of obtaining rain at a time of drought. It is usually 
performed in the outskirts of inhabited areas.
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S awm (fasting). In the context of his discussion of birds’ language, al-
Qurt ubı  reports that the Prophet prohibited the killing of a number of 
animal species,24 one of which was the magpie (al-s urad). It is said that 
this bird was the creature that “showed Adam the location of al-Bayt 
(the Kaʿba) and was the first creature to fast, thus acquiring the nickname 
of al-S awwa <m [the continually fasting one]” (Q13: 115). Therefore, 
the magpie not only practices a form of worship that is practiced by 
humans, but it was a forerunner in this practice as well. The nickname 
al-S awwa <m, the intensive form of the adjective s a <ʾim, indicates that 
the magpie continues to practice this form of worship in an intensive 
manner. Likewise, after the flood, on the day when Noah’s ship “came 
to rest upon [the mount] al-Judı ” (11/Hūd: 44), this prophet, al-Qurt ubı  
informs us, “fasted and told all those who were with him – humans, wild 
beasts, birds, domestic animals, and all other animals – to fast as well, 
which they all did, in order to give thanks to God [for saving them]” 
(Q9: 29).

Self-sacrifice. In some of the exegetical treatments, nonhuman animals’ 
acts of obedience to God are presented as involving a high degree of self-
sacrifice. In a comment on the frogs that attacked Pharaoh and his people, 
al-Qurtubı says that “a frog would even jump in a baking oven (tannūr) 
while its fire was blazing.” It did this “out of obedience to God (ta<ʿatan 
li-Alla<h)” (Q7: 172). Ibn Kathır comments on the same act, noting that 
frogs did this only for the sake of obtaining God’s pleasure (IK6: 378). 
Clearly, by making these comments, al-Qurtubı and ibn Kathır are trying 
to highlight the element of devotion in the frogs’ act. Both exegetes also 
say that in return for their brave dedication God made frogs’ croaking a 
form of praise (tasbıh), and the Prophet commanded that they should not 
be killed (even for medicinal uses).25

Language and intelligence
Although nonhuman animals’ possession of linguistic skills and ratio-
nal faculties has already been suggested in their practice of tasbı h , the 
theme of nonhuman animal language is introduced in an undeniable 
way in the Qur’an with the two animals mentioned earlier – the ant and 
the hoopoe. Additionally, the Prophet Solomon, quoted in the Qur’an, 

24 These are ants, bees, hoopoes, and magpies. See Abū Da<wūd, Sunan, K. al-Adab, no. 5269.
25 Al-Nasa<ʾı, Sunan, al-Sayd wa-al-dhaba<ʾih, no. 4372.
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proclaims: “O humankind! We have been taught the language (mant iq) 
of birds” (27/al-Naml: 16), thus asserting that at least birds have lan-
guages. The few interactions that Solomon has with the ant and the hoo-
poe reveal several things about these two animals. First, their languages 
are presented as complex phenomena involving a high level of aware-
ness and knowledge, which not only surpass the image humans usually 
hold about other animals, but in some aspects surpass the knowledge of 
ordinary humans (as opposed to prophets). Although the Qur’an quotes 
only two individual nonhuman animals, the fact that one of these, the 
ant, addresses its fellow colony members presupposes that at least the 
ants present in this scene partake in these linguistic skills. Furthermore, 
the Qur’an does not give us reason to think that possession of commu-
nicative systems is limited to the individual animals or species discussed 
in it. In this section, after discussing the concept of mant iq both in its 
Qur’anic and extra-Qur’anic usages, I will analyze the content of the 
linguistic utterances of the ant and the hoopoe and explore our exegetes’ 
commentaries on them.

Qur’anic concepts of mantiq and nutq. The Qur’anic word mantiq and 
the derivatives of the same root have been the subject of much discussion 
in Islamic intellectual history. In the Qur’an, the word mantiq is used 
only with birds, and it is understood to refer to their language. However, 
the verb nataq (to speak, utter) occurs in connection with various beings, 
either to indicate that they do or do not speak. In one instance, a causative 
form of this verb (antaq: to cause to speak, to give speech to) is used 
with skins, which will be made to speak (along with everything else) on 
the Day of Judgment to witness against their (sinful) owners. Although 
the Qur’an asserts that certain beings, namely idols, do not speak, that 
assertion certainly does not limit the usage of language to humans or to 
the so-called rational beings.

Considering the frequent link between the concept of nutq and truth-
fulness in the Qur’an, Roger Arnaldez suggests that this text “uses this 
root with a normative quality; it is linked to the expression of truth and 
to justification.” In view of these Qur’anic usages and connotations, 
Arnaldez concludes that it is “understandable that this root should have 
been chosen to translate the Greek λογος (word, reason) and λογικος (rea-
sonable).”26 Therefore, although the extra-Qur’anic meaning assigned 
to this word is not totally disconnected from its Qur’anic one, it is still 

26 EI2, s.v. “Mantik” (by R. Arnaldez).
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noteworthy that the word mantiq is used as a technical term “to desig-
nate a science of logic adapted from Aristotle and the Neoplatonists.”27

Technical (extra-Qur’anic) meaning of mantiq and language theories. In 
its extra-Qur’anic usage, the word mantiq usually denotes both language 
and logic. Although there is little agreement on the nature, value, function, 
and universality of this concept (especially when it is taken to mean 
logic), it is generally agreed that mantiq is the monopoly of humans to 
the exclusion of all other (earthly) species. In fact, the common definition 
of the human being as hayawa<n na<tiq (speaking/rational animal) is 
precisely based on this exclusion. Generally speaking, Muslim scholars 
do not question the fact that humans are animals, however, they believe 
that what sets them apart from all other (earthly) species is mantiq, both 
in the sense of language and reason. For example, Abū Saʿıd al-Sıra<fı 
(d. 368/979), for whom this word designates both nutq (articulation) 
and ʿilm al-mantiq (logic), understands the word nutq as “(a) the faculty 
with which man conceives the objects of reason (i.e. thoughts), (b) the 
thoughts that arise in his soul in the process of understanding, which 
are called internal nutq, (c) [and] the expression lent by the tongue to 
the thoughts of the mind, which is called external nutq.”28 Therefore, 
mantiq here is understood to be an exclusively human phenomenon, or 
at least this phenomenon is described only among humans. Likewise, al-
Isfaha<nı points out that the concept of nutq (speaking) is “said almost 
only about the human being (la< yaka<d yuqa<l illa< li-al-insa<n).”29 Al-Ra<zı 
cites a definition for the related concept of kala<m (speech) stating that 
it consists of “letters which are arranged in a certain order (muntazim), 
audible (masmūʿa), enunciated (mutamayyiza), and to which meanings 
are assigned (mutawa<daʿ ʿalayha<).” In his explanation of each of 
the words that make up this definition, he notes that the point of the 
adjective “enunciated (mutamayyiza)” is to exclude the sounds issued by 
many birds (ihtira<zan ʿan aswa<t kathır min al-tuyūr).30 Kala<m, therefore, 
cannot refer to articulations or other forms of communicative skills 

27 John Esposito, The Oxford Dictionary of Islam (Oxford, New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2003), s.v. “logic.”

28 Muhammet Gunaydin, “Al-Sıra<fı’s Theory of ‘Lingua-Logical’ Grammar: an Analytical 
Study of the Grammatical Work of al-Sıra<fı (Sharh Kita<b Sıbawayhi) within the Context 
of a Discussion on Language and Logic in Medieval Islam” (PhD diss., University of 
Pennsylvania, 2006), 191.

29 Al-Ra<ghib al-Isfaha<nı, Mufrada<t alfa<z al-Qur’an (Damascus: Da<r al-Qalam, 1992), s.v. 
“n-t-q.”

30 Al-Ra<zı, Al-Mahsūl fı ʿilm usūl al-fiqh (Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Risa<la, 1992), 1: 177–8.
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that may exist among other species. Whereas these definitions do not 
necessarily indicate that nonhuman animals lack all sorts of mental and 
communicative skills (as they do not rule out the possibility that they 
think or communicate in ways which differ from those of humans), other 
discussions clearly try to make this point, that is, limit mantiq to humans. 
For example, in the opinion of ibn Hazm, it is explicitly stated that if 
nonhuman animals do not have a type of logic or language that humans 
can recognize as such or that corresponds to human logic and language, 
then this leads us to conclude that they have no logic and no language 
at all because the only things that qualify as logic and language are the 
human forms of them. It needs to be remembered also that, on the only 
occasion that the word mantiq occurs in the Qur’an, it refers to birds’ 
language. In view of this, it is perhaps ironical that al-Ra<zı’s definition of 
the related concept of kala<m (speech) is specifically formulated so as to 
exclude this very animal category from his definition.

Animals that speak in the Qur’an. One of the noticeable things about 
Solomon’s proclamation is that it presents the element of birds’ language 
as a constant or natural fact, and the new or unusual element that makes 
his statement worthy of being announced is the human, namely Solomon’s, 
access to it.31 None of the four consulted exegetes deny that birds, 
throughout the ages, have had a language (or languages), however, al-Ra<zı 
downplays the value of this language to make it fit his idea of nonhuman 
animals as nonrational creatures. For him, the mantiq (language/logic) 
of birds refers to “what birds understand from one another about their 
intentions and objects of desire” (R24: 160). Although this definition 
may indicate that in his view this language may be complex, the opinions 
he reports about the meanings and usages of the word mantiq betray his 
desire to de-emphasize the importance of this language. He, for example, 
reports al-Zamakhsharı (d. 538/1144), who says, “mantiq is any issued 
sound whether meaningful or meaningless, simple or compound” (R24: 
160).32 In other words, because the word mantiq can be brought down 
to the simple issuance of sounds, the Qur’anic assertion that birds  
have a mantiq does not necessarily indicate that they have a language.  

31 Note that in his discussion of the birds that practiced tasbıh with the Prophet David, 
al-Ra<zı considers the miracle to be the fact that birds were raised to the mental level of 
adolescents (so that they could practice tasbıh) and not that a human being could mirac-
ulously understand their speech (R22: 200).

32 Al-Zamakhsharı, Al-Kashsha<f ʿan haqa<ʾiq ghawa<mid al-tanzıl wa-ʿuyūn al-aqa<wıl fı 
wujūh al-taʾwıl (Riyadh: Maktabat al-ʿAbıka<n, 1998), 4: 437–8.
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Al-Ra<zı, still quoting al-Zamakhsharı, adds that, in referring to the 
sounds issued by doves, the Arabs use the verb nataq (to utter, to talk or 
to pronounce). By this, al-Ra<zı and al-Zamakhsharı are probably trying 
to assert that the same verb has been used to refer to the dove’s cooing, 
which in the human view is a meaningless sound, thus confirming that 
the word mantiq may be limited to mere sounds. Both al-Ra<zı and al-
Zamakhsharı also say that “Yaʿqūb [ibn Isha<q ibn al-Sikkıt] (d. 244/857 
or 8) entitled his book ‘Isla<h al-mantiq,’ [the Correction of al-mantiq],33 
although the only things he corrected in it were vocabulary items” (R24: 
160). Even if this definition expands the meaning of mantiq to include 
some linguistic features, it still remains limited to lexical items and does 
not necessarily have to involve syntax or to denote any significant degree 
of complexity (R24: 160).34 By citing these opinions about and usages of 
the word mantiq and its derivatives in the context of the discussion of 
birds’ language, al-Ra<zı is clearly eager to assert that, even if one accepts 
that birds may have a means of communication among themselves, their 
communication is at a rudimentary level of language, perhaps a level that 
only works for “base” drives, like food and sex. It is also notable that 
in the same discussion al-Zamakhsharı quotes a number of statements 
and maxims supposedly articulated by different birds and other animal 
species, however, al-Ra<zı neglects to report this part, which points even 
further to his desire to minimize the phenomenon of nonhuman animals’ 
languages. The same articulations, however, are reported by al-Qurtubı, 
who also cites Abū Jaʿfar al-Nahha<s (d. 338/950) as saying that “mantiq 
is anything that can be understood without necessarily being issued in 
words” (13: 112).35 Therefore, the word mantiq in this definition has 
more to do with meaning and content than it does with sounds.

The Qur’anic affirmation that birds have a mantiq was perplexing to 
many others. Ibn Kathır reports that “the ignorant among people claim 
that [nonhuman] animals used to speak like humans before Solomon” 
(IK10: 396). The adherents to this opinion seem to have had difficulty 
imagining that the birds they saw might have an intelligible language and 
sought to solve this difficulty by proposing that a major change occurred, 
before which nonhuman animals had had languages understandable to 

33 Abū Yūsuf Yaʿqūb ibn Ish a <q ibn al-Sikkı t, Is la <h  al-mant iq (Cairo: Da <r al-Maʿa <rif, 
1956).

34 Al-Zamakhsharı, Al-Kashsha<f, 4: 438.
35 Abū Jaʿfar al-Nahha<s, Iʿra<b al-Qur’an (Cairo: ʿAlam al-Kutub, 1985), 3: 201.
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humans and comparable to human ones. Ibn Kathır, however, rejects this 
opinion. He explains, “If indeed this were the case, then singling Solomon 
out with the faculty of understanding birds’ language in this verse would 
become pointless, as this opinion presupposes that all people up until his 
time possessed this faculty as well” (IK10: 396). Ibn Kathır asserts that 
“animals, birds and all other creatures have always been as we see them 
today. But God allowed Solomon to understand their languages” (IK10: 
396). This means that these animals have always had languages, however, 
their languages have never been accessible to humans, except in excep-
tional circumstances. Al-Tabarı (T9: 503) also agrees that birds’ language 
is a true language comparable to that of humans.

In the opinion of al-Qurt ubı , “Muslim scholars agree that all ani-
mals have minds and understandings (la < ikhtila <fa ʿinda al-ʿulama <ʾi anna 
al-h ayawa <na <ti kullaha < laha < afha <mun wa-ʿuqūl)” and cites a number 
of them to support his statement. For example, he quotes al-Sha <fiʿı  (d. 
204/820) as stating that “pigeons are the wisest birds,”36 and ibn ʿAt iyya 
(d. 546/1147) as discussing many aspects of ants’ “intelligence,” such as 
the storage of food and building of anthills (qura <).37 Another skill that 
in ibn ʿAt iyya’s opinion bespeaks the intelligence of ants is that, when 
they store grain, they divide it into two parts to prevent it from ger-
minating; an exception is coriander, which they divide into four parts 
because if it is divided into two it would still germinate.38 “This,” in the 
opinion of the exegete ibn al-ʿArabı  (who is also quoted by al-Qurt ubı ), 
“is exactly what constitutes knowledge for us [humans]. Ants have 
acquired it because God created it in them.”39 Finally, al-Qurt ubı  quotes 
Abū al-Muz affar Sha <hfūr al-Isfara <yı nı  (d. 471/1078) as stating that “it 
is not impossible (la < yabʿud) that animals comprehend the idea of the 
creation of the world and all creatures as well as the concept of God’s 
unity, but we cannot communicate with them” (Q13: 118).40 Therefore, 
in the opinion of al-Qurt ubı  and the scholars he quotes, nonhuman ani-
mals not only possess languages that are highly developed, as he has 
asserted many times, but also all the mental faculties that accompany 
such languages.

36 Muhammad ibn Idrıs al-Sha<fiʿı, Kita<b al-umm (Cairo: Da<r al-Wafa<ʾ, 2001), 3: 506.
37 ʿAbd al-Haqq ibn Gha<lib ibn ʿAtiyyah, al-Muharrar al-wajız fı tafsır al-Kita<b al-ʿazız 

(Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2001), 4: 253.
38 Ibid.
39 Ibn al-ʿArabı, Ahka<m al-Qur’an, 3: 472.
40 Ibid., 3: 472–3.
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The hoopoe. The Qur’anic report of the interaction between Solomon 
and the hoopoe is as follows:

[Solomon] sought among the birds and said: How is it that I see not the hoopoe, 
or is he among the absent? I will punish him with hard punishment or I will slay 
him, or he shall bring me a plain excuse. But he was not long in coming and he 
said: I have found out (a thing) that you do not apprehend, and I come unto you 
from Sheba with sure tidings. I found a woman ruling over them, and she has 
been given (abundance) of all things, and hers is a mighty throne. I found her and 
her people worshipping the sun instead of God; and Satan makes their works fair-
seeming unto them, and debars them from the way (of Truth), so that they go not 
aright: So that they worship not God, Who brings forth the hidden in the heavens 
and the earth, and knows what you hide and what you proclaim. God; there is no 
God save Him, the Lord of the mighty Throne. (27/al-Naml: 20–26)

The hoopoe’s exchange with Solomon not only points to its possession of 
a language, but more importantly, to all the complexity and intelligence 
of which language is an indication. For example, we see that it is aware 
of its larger environment to a point that exceeds even that of the Prophet 
Solomon, who did not know about Sheba before the hoopoe’s report. 
The exegetes are astonished that a bird may know something of which 
a prophet has no knowledge, especially because the distance between 
Solomon and the kingdom of Sheba, as they say, was not so great. The 
only justification they provide for this is that God had concealed the exis-
tence of this kingdom from Solomon for a good reason (maslaha), but 
none of them specifies what this good reason was (Q13: 122). One would 
wonder whether this maslaha could simply be to teach humans a measure 
of humility because Solomon, and by extension the Qur’an’s audience, 
are informed that humans are not necessarily more knowledgeable than 
hoopoes and other animals. The theme of humans’ limited knowledge is 
of course explicitly reiterated in the statement “and of knowledge you 
have been given but little” (17/al-Isra<ʾ: 85).

The hoopoe in this story not only reports facts to Solomon, but also 
provides an assessment of the situation on both the political and spiri-
tual levels. Politically, it informs Solomon that the Queen has been given 
abundance of all things, and that hers is a mighty throne. This aspect of 
its report also was relatively perplexing to some of the consulted exe-
getes, especially that the hoopoe uses in its description of the Queen’s 
throne the same adjective (ʿaz ı m: mighty), which it uses to describe God’s 
throne, hence apparently creating the impression that the two thrones 
may be equal or similar. They are also astonished that this Queen could 
leave such a strong impression on the hoopoe despite the fact that 
Solomon’s rule, which this bird knew well, was even greater than hers. 
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The exegetes’ attitudes toward the hoopoe’s report vary between full 
acceptance and slight skepticism. On the one hand, they go into detail in 
their description of the Queen’s throne and rule to justify the hoopoe’s 
opinion (IK10: 401; T 9: 510; Q13: 123); on the other, they specify that 
the abundance of what she was given and the greatness of her throne are 
only relative matters (T 9: 512; Q13: 123). One of al-Ra <zı ’s justifications 
for this exaggeration is even interesting. He suggests that the hoopoe 
might deliberately have overstated its report lest Solomon take her rule 
lightly when he compared it to his own (R24: 164). The hoopoe is thus 
perceived as a highly intelligent being, for it not only reports facts or 
weighs situations, but is also portrayed as a refined observer that under-
stands well how its interlocutor thinks and consequently how to present 
its case to him in a persuasive manner.

Despite the strong impression the Queen of Sheba and her rule left 
on the hoopoe, it was still able to perceive and report on the serious reli-
gious flaws of her and her people. The Queen and her people according to 
the hoopoe are gravely misguided, for instead of worshipping God, they 
worship the sun. The hoopoe’s awareness of the magnitude of this fault is 
heightened by its own knowledge of divine attributes, especially among 
them God’s capability of bringing forth what is hidden in the heavens and 
in the earth, an attribute that the hoopoe is particularly well situated to 
appreciate, our exegetes point out, in light of its own presumed capability 
of seeing the things that are hidden under the ground.41 Despite this acute 
awareness of their misdeeds, the hoopoe’s criticism of their behavior is 
attenuated by its putting the blame on Satan, who makes “their works 
fair-seeming unto them.” In an admiring remark, al-Qurtubı comments 
on this part of the hoopoe’s report saying:

God, the Exalted, bestowed on it knowledge of His unity and of the necessity of 
prostrating to Him [alone] as well as the disapproval of their prostration to the 
sun and the attribution of this deed to Satan. In the same way, He bestowed on 
other birds and all other animals this type of knowledge, which, sometimes even 
great [human] minds are unable to grasp. (Q13: 126)

Hence, the report suggests that nonhuman animals are not only equal to 
humans in their rational faculties, but may also in this respect be better 
than many of them, including even those who have great minds.

41 The hoopoe supposedly possesses the ability of seeing underground water. Ibn Kathır 
notes that describing God from this angle is particularly appropriate for the hoopoe in 
view of this skill (IK10: 402). See also Jacob Lassner, Demonizing the Queen of Sheba: 
Boundaries of Gender and Culture in Postbiblical Judaism and Medieval Islam (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1993), 187–9.
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The Ant. In addition to birds, it is explicitly mentioned in the Qur’an 
that the Prophet Solomon understood the communication of an ant. The 
Qur’an says, “When they reached the Valley of the Ants, an ant exclaimed: 
O ants! Enter your dwellings lest Solomon and his armies crush you, 
unperceiving. And (Solomon) smiled, laughing at her speech, and said: 
My Lord, arouse me to be thankful for Your favour wherewith You have 
favoured me and my parents” (27/al-Naml: 18–19).

Because verse 27/al-Naml: 16 establishes Solomon’s ability to under-
stand the language of birds, some of the exegetes felt the necessity of 
accounting for his ability to understand this ant’s speech as well, although 
the verse does not negate Solomon’s ability to understand other nonhu-
man creatures. Al-Qurtubı quotes Al-Shaʿbı (d. 103/721) as stating that 
“this ant had wings, hence becoming one of the flying creatures (tayr), 
which made it possible for Solomon to understand its speech” (Q13: 
114). On the other hand, he notes that the exegete ibn al-ʿArabı consid-
ered totally invalid the opinion that Solomon knew the language of birds 
(or flying creatures) only and claimed that there is consensus among peo-
ple that he (Solomon) understood even the languages of the creatures that 
could not issue sounds, such as plants (Q13: 112).42 Ibn Kathır asserts 
that Solomon “knew the languages of birds and all other animals, a fac-
ulty with which he was singled out among all humankind” (IK10: 396).

Al-Ra<zı, the least inclined among the four consulted exegetes to grant 
that nonhuman animals may be more complex than what appears to 
humans, is totally convinced that the ant and the hoopoe produced real 
and complex languages, which were accompanied by rational faculties, 
however, only to a limited extent. He even goes so far as to counter those 
who deny this phenomenon. He says,

It is not farfetched that this ant speak, because God is capable of creating in it 
both reason and speech. The heretics contested this story, arguing that the ant and 
the hoopoe produced speech that can be articulated only by rational creatures. If 
we accept such a thing, they say, it should become possible also that the ants, the 
lice and the nits we see in our time are more knowledgeable about geometry than 
Euclid and about syntax than Sibawayhi (d. ca. 180/796). Furthermore, it may 
be possible that these creatures have among them prophets, that they have reli-
gious precepts which they are obligated to observe, and that they have miracles 
among them. However, it is known that holding such opinions amounts to insan-
ity. (R24: 164)

The reason why this group questions nonhuman animals’ possession of 
linguistic and rational faculties is that once this is conceded, one might 

42 See also ibn al-ʿArabı, Ahka<m al-Qur’an, 3: 1439.
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also have to concede that nonhuman animals can (or do) replicate the 
human model in all possible respects. Although it is possible to account 
for this attitude simply by the fact that such perceptions of nonhuman 
animals conflict with the way humans generally experience them, an 
additional underlying concern appears to be a perceived threat to the 
special status of humans, which suggests that these views are also moti-
vated by anthropocentric feelings. This group’s anthropocentrism is also 
discernible in their insistence on seeing and evaluating the world of other 
animals through human lenses. Nonhuman animals can have worthwhile 
life experiences or they can be considered complex beings only if they 
have rational faculties identical to those possessed by (the most intel-
ligent) humans, which would allow them to know geometry as well as 
Euclid, or (Arabic) grammar as well as Sibawayhi.

It is also to be noted that despite al-Ra<zı’s criticism of this group, he 
is in more agreement with them than he leads us to believe, for the only 
difference between him and them is that he allows room for occasional 
exceptions that take the form of miracles, whereas the others do not. In 
fact, even in these exceptions, he prefers to remain on the reserved side, 
as he is willing to grant concessions only to the extent of barely account-
ing for the Qur’anic data. He admits that Solomon’s hoopoe and ant had 
rational faculties and languages, but only to the level that would allow 
them to issue the statements reported in the Qur’an, and not to a level 
that would make them comparable to adult humans or subject to taklıf. 
About the ant, al-Ra<zı says that it “approached the level of rationality 
(al-ʿaql),” hence indicating that it is not fully rational (R24: 161). As for 
birds, including the hoopoe, he asserts that it is not possible that they 
reach the rational level that would require taklıf. It is nonetheless inter-
esting that despite these views, al-Ra<zı often expresses his fascination 
with the behavior of a number of animal species that display their intelli-
gence. For example, he says about flying creatures,

God made the birds at the time of Solomon to be among the rational creatures, 
which is not the case with birds at our time, although there are among birds and 
other flying creatures those which God has taught [intuitive minute knowledge] 
of the things that are necessary for their own survival and the things that can ben-
efit human beings, such as is the case with bees. (R24: 160)

Moreover, as we will see in more detail, his discussion of the behavior of 
Solomon’s ant presents this animal as an extremely judicious and rational 
being that may compare favorably to the wisest of humans.

The few sentences articulated by Solomon’s ant point to a number of 
mental traits that the Qur’an seems to ascribe to the ant species, or at 
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least to this ant and its colony. First, like the hoopoe, this ant is portrayed 
as having a good awareness of its environment, as it is not only aware 
that a threat is facing its colony, but also of the specific identity of the 
army that poses this threat. It is also intelligent enough to know what the 
right answer to this threat is, as it commands the other ants to enter their 
dwellings to avoid it. The ant is even aware of the (hidden) non-malicious 
intentions of Solomon and his army, as it specifies that even if the latter 
crush them, they would not do this deliberately. As pointed out, the fact 
that this ant addresses its community presupposes that at least this entire 
ant colony partakes in these linguistic skills and elements of its knowl-
edge, such as who Solomon is (considering the reference to him by his 
name); what an army is, does, or is capable of doing; and what are good 
and bad intentions.

Solomon’s ant left a strong impression on the Qur’an’s audience. This 
is noticeable for example in the degree of its individualization, as in many 
reports it has been assigned a name. It is also reported that it was as big 
as a wolf or a ewe. In the opinion of Muhammad ibn ʿAlı al-Tirmidhı (d. 
320/932), this unnatural size is attributed to it to account for its posses-
sion of a voice and consequently its possession of a language, whereas 
other ants in his opinion have no voice because of their small size (Q13: 
115). Noticeably, the insistence on imagining this ant in human terms 
(size comparable to that of humans and the question of whether or not it 
had a voice and a name) implies a number of human projections, which 
are an indication of the tension between the general human idea and 
the image of a speaking ant that emerges from the Qur’an. In his com-
ment on these opinions, al-Qurtubı tries to liberate his readers from this 
anthropocentric approach. He neither confirms nor totally rules out the 
possibility that this ant had a name, saying, “if it truly had one, then it 
must be a name that God assigned to it in some of the Scriptures and 
made known to prophets, and this was because of its speech and strong 
faith” (Q13: 114). Therefore, even if this ant has a name, it is not in order 
that it fit better with the human idea of a “speaking animal,” but rather 
because God decided to assign it a name for reasons that have to do with 
its devoutness, and therefore for theocentric rather than anthropocentric 
reasons. Later in his discussion of the ant’s speech, he also asserts that a 
language does not necessarily have to be spoken in a voice audible to all 
of us.43 To bring this idea closer to the human mind, he gives an example 

43 Modern research indicates that ants “employ the most complex forms of chemical 
communication of any animals,” Bert Hölldobler and Edward O. Wilson, The Ants 
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that humans can understand well. He says, “The human being sometimes 
experiences in his/her heart words and speeches which no one around 
him/her can hear unless they are articulated out loud. It is known also 
that God miraculously made known to our Prophet what went on in 
some people’s minds. The same faculty was given to many saints whom 
God dignified with such graces” (Q13: 117). By opting for the opinion 
that mental speech (al-kala<m al-nafsı) is part of language and asserting 
that speech does not necessarily have to be articulated in an audible man-
ner, al-Qurtubı makes it easier for his readers to imagine nonhuman ani-
mals’ possession of languages, which may be similar to human ones in 
terms of content rather than in terms of form.44

The consulted exegetes reject the version that exaggerates the ant’s 
size. Whereas al-Ra<zı does not even allude to this point, al-Tabarı simply 
reports an opinion specifying that Solomon’s ants were the size of flies 
(T9: 504), and al-Qurtubı argues that if this ant were the size of a wolf 
or a ewe then it would not have been possible for Solomon not to notice 
them and therefore to crush them “unperceiving,” hence deducing from 
the Qur’anic depiction of this scene an argument against this opinion 
(Q13: 115). Ibn Kathır, who affirms that he has seen it written that these 
ants were the size of dhiʾa<b (wolves), asserts that this word is misspelled 
and that the true word is dhuba<b (flies), with just one dot under the letter 
ba<ʾ, and not two dots that would make it a ya<ʾ, hence making the word 
dhiya<b (wolves) (IK10: 397).

In the exegetical works, not only is Solomon’s ant the subject of great 
admiration, but also many aspects of its behavior are portrayed as mod-
els to be emulated by humans. Among the four exegetes, al-Ra<zı and 
al-Qurtubı are the most impressed by its speech and behavior, and al-Ra<zı 
goes so far as to take its behavior as a foundation for legal regulations 
and evidence for the validity of some religious ideas. Some exegetes also 

(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1990), 1. For more on 
ants’ communication, see Hölldobler and Wilson, The Ants, 227–97. About ants’ social 
organization and other skills, see also Mark W. Moffett, Adventures Among Ants: A 
Global Safari with a Cast of Trillions (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).

44 Islamic schools of thought differ on whether it is possible to consider mental speech 
(al-kala<m al-nafsı) language. For the Muʿtazilı al-Qa<dı ʿAbd al-Jabba<r (d. 415/1024), 
thoughts or feelings that one experiences before speaking are considered “intention 
(qasd), will (ira<da), decision (ʿazm) to speak, or thinking of how to arrange one’s ideas.” 
ʿAbd al-Jabba<r ibn Ahmad, Sharh al-usūl al-khamsa, (Cairo: Maktabat Wahba, 1996), 
533. The Ashʿarı al-Juwaynı (d. 478/1085), by contrast, states that “true speech for us is 
established in the soul (al-kala<m al-haqq ʿ indana< qa<ʾim bi-al-nafs). Al-Juwaynı, Al-Burha<n 
fı usūl al-fiqh (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1997), 1: 84. For more on this point, see 
Yunis Ali, Medieval Islamic Pragmatics, 30.
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seize the opportunity of discussing Solomon’s ant to praise the entire 
ant species. This ant managed to obtain the exegetes’ admiration partly 
because of its impressive wisdom. Al-Ra<zı says that he read in a book 
that it commanded its fellow colony members to enter their dwellings 
not out of fear that Solomon and his army would crush them physically, 
but rather out of fear that they (the ants) would fall into the temptation 
of desiring the prestige and the worldly things that God bestowed on 
him (R24: 161). Based on the ant’s alleged reasoning, al-Ra<zı concludes 
that the company of wealthy people should be avoided to elude falling 
into the same temptation. Therefore, he not only accepts the ant’s reason-
ing, but also makes it a foundation for proper human behavior. Al-Ra<zı’s 
trust in this ant’s wisdom is also noticeable in some of the deductions he 
reaches on the basis of what it says. In his comment on the word unper-
ceiving with which the ant qualifies Solomon’s possible destruction of 
this colony, he says, “as if it knew that prophets are infallible and that 
they would not kill animals except by mistake,” and deduces from its 
comment evidence for the principle of prophets’ infallibility in general  
(R24: 161). Furthermore, he asserts that because of its knowledge of 
this particular point, the infallibility of prophets (ʿismat al-anbiya<ʾ), this 
ant deserved the leading position that it enjoyed (R2: 178). Al-Ra<zı also 
finds in the ant’s behavior a legal precedent for humans. Because it com-
manded its fellow colony members to enter their dwellings to avoid the 
threat posed by Solomon and his army, he concludes that “the one who 
walks on a road is not obligated to be alert, but that alertness is the duty 
of the one who is already on that road.”45 Despite al-Ra<zı’s conviction 
that nonhuman animals in general possess no rational faculties, in the 
case of this particular ant he not only grants that it is wise and intelli-
gent, but even raises it to a level above the human one, as it becomes a 
model for proper human behavior and correct reasoning in many ways. 
Coming from al-Ra<zı, the least willing of our exegetes to extend any sig-
nificant sophistication to nonhuman earthly animals, such views are quite 
remarkable. Even if nonhuman earthly animals in his opinion remain 
generally inferior to humans, he is willing to raise at least one nonhuman 
animal (and, for that matter, an insect) above many or most humans. 
This shows that even with an exegete whose “sense of authority” consists 

45 On this point, al-Sha<fiʿı explains that although sleeping at night in the middle of the road 
is not prohibited (muharram), in some situation it may not be allowed as it may interfere 
with people’s ability to use that road. Muhammad ibn Idrıs al-Sha<fiʿı, al-Risa<la, (Beirut: 
Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya) 2: 352–3.
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mostly of the “intellect,” to use Calder’s words, the Qur’an still managed 
to have an impact on his attitude toward nonhuman animals.46

Al-Qurtubı’s treatment of Solomon’s ant also shows his great admira-
tion for it. In addition to making its story quite colorful, he, like al-Ra<zı, 
highlights the ant’s wisdom and knowledge, suggests that it has poetic 
skills, and puts special emphasis on its faith. In his discussion, Solomon 
himself appears to have been impressed by the ant’s wisdom and flat-
tered by its high opinion of him (Q13: 114). In his concluding remarks 
about this ant, al-Qurtubı makes sure to praise the entire ant species and 
explains why ants (along with other nonhuman animals) enjoyed a par-
ticularly high status in Islamic tradition.

The ant’s faith. In addition to reporting the same concerns discussed 
by al-Ra<zı (i.e., its fear of temptation), this ant, in al-Qurtubı’s account, 
adds that it warned its fellow colony members because it “was also afraid 
that by looking at (Solomon’s) reign they would be distracted from prais-
ing and remembering God” (Q13: 115). The ant’s faith is so strong that 
it not only wants to protect its community from falling into prospective 
worldly temptations, but is even unwilling to let them be distracted from 
worshipping God for the time of Solomon’s passage through their valley. 
As noted, al-Qurtubı also attributes the possibility that a proper name has 
been divinely assigned to it to the fact that its faith is strong. Likewise, 
he finds in the word unperceiving, with which it characterizes Solomon’s 
possible destruction of their colony, an indication of “the thoughtfulness 
of a faithful creature” (iltifa<tatu muʾmin, Q13: 114). Al-Qurtubı’s point 
is perhaps that thanks to its faith, this ant has become fair enough not to 
issue random judgments and insightful enough to recognize the qualities 
of a prophet. In any case, it knew that “because of his fairness and great 
character, Solomon and his army would tread on an ant or any smaller 
creature only if they did not know about it” (Q13: 114). Considering 
al-Qurtubı’s continual attention to the question of nonhuman animals’ 
welfare, it is not farfetched to consider that in his opinion Solomon’s 
behavior represents a model for all humans, or at least all Muslims, who 
should be careful not to harm other animals deliberately.

Al-Qurtubı also draws a parallel between this ant’s comment on 
Solomon and his army and God’s comment on the Prophet Muhammad 
and his army, which states, “And if it had not been for believing men 

46 Calder, “Tafsır from Tabarı to Ibn Kathır” 134. Calder argues that three competing 
senses of authority – what he designates as community, intellect, and text – characterize, 
respectively, the works of al-Qurtubı, al-Ra<zı, and ibn Kathır.

            

 



Animals in the Qur’an190

and believing women, whom you know not – lest you should tread them 
under foot and thus incur guilt for them unknowingly” (48/al-Fath: 25).47 
Al-Qurtubı’s point is that both armies, which are depicted as “pious, fair, 
and compassionate,” would not destroy any innocent creature deliber-
ately, be they human or nonhuman. Al-Qurtubı still finds God’s praise of 
Muhammad and his army to be more valuable than this ant’s praise of 
Solomon and his army, but the parallel is still striking, for even if God’s 
praise is more valuable than that of the ant, there still seems to be a paral-
lel in the analogy between the believing men and women on the one hand, 
and the ants on the other. Both groups’ lives are valuable and deserve to 
be protected.

The ant’s knowledge. In al-Qurtubı’s account, Solomon, perhaps teas-
ingly, asked this ant, “How come you warned other ants of me? Did you 
suspect me of tyranny? Didn’t you know I am a righteous prophet?” 
to which the ant replied, “haven’t you heard me saying ‘unperceiving?’” 
Solomon seems to have been impressed, or at least amused, by the ant’s 
reply, for after listening to its answer, he asked that it teach him some-
thing, prompting it to discuss with him the meaning of his and his father’s 
names (Q13: 115). The discussion reveals different characteristics about 
the ant. In addition to its insight into (the Arabic?) language and ety-
mology, it appears also to have knowledge of the character of both the 
Prophet Solomon and his father and to be capable of reflections about life 
in general (Q13: 115).

The ant’s generosity and poetic skill. The ant afterwards sought to 
give a gift to “God’s Prophet,” however, it turned out that its colony only 
had a lotus bean, which was considered to be unworthy of a prophet. 
The ant, however, deeming the bean good enough, started pulling it until 
God ordered the wind to carry them (the ant and the fruit). “Therefore,” 
al-Qurtubı comments, “the ant went to Solomon [flying] on a carpet, 
crossing over humans and jinn, scholars and prophets, until it reached 
him.” When it finally presented the gift to Solomon, it recited:

Do not we give to God what is already His?
He accepts our gifts though He has no needs,
Had we to give God but what is worthy of Him,
Sea and seashore would not suffice,
But we love to give to the One we love

47 In relation to the Hudaybiyya treaty and related events, see Karen Armstrong, Muhammad: 
A Prophet for our Time (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2006), 175–200.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Depiction of Nonhuman Animals in the Qur’an 191

He is obligingly appreciative
He, indeed, is the most kind.

The ant’s persuasive verses were successful, as Solomon accepted the gift 
and in return prayed that God bless all ants. Al-Qurtubı comments that 
“because of this prayer ants have become the most thankful and the most 
numerous creatures” (Q13: 115).

Al-Qurtubı’s discussion of Solomon’s ant and hoopoe corroborates 
Calder’s opinion about this exegete’s hermeneutic approach. Calder, who 
affirms that, like al-Ra<zı and ibn Kathır, al-Qurtubı has “a foregrounded 
theology,” notes nonetheless that the “foci of Qurtubı’s theology were 
the text of the Qur’a<n and the experience of the community” (emphases 
added).48 This exegete’s reaction to the themes of language and ratio-
nality among nonhuman animals illustrates Calder’s observation. Unlike 
al-Ra<zı, for example, al-Qurtubı does not ascribe the ant and the hoopoe’s 
ability to speak to a miracle, thus, perhaps in tune with a literal reading 
of the Qur’an, allowing for the existence of linguistic skills among all 
animals. Remarkably also, al-Qurtubı’s ultimate source on the preceding 
anecdotes is “a book” cited by Abū Isha<q al-Thaʿlabı (d.427/1035). This, 
in conformity with Calder’s observation, reveals “Qurtubı’s sense of the 
organically growing experience of the Muslim community in confron-
tation with scripture.”49 The idea of nonhuman animals that speak and 
interact in intelligent ways seems to have become so widely accepted, 
largely as a result of the Qur’an’s stand on this topic, that al-Qurtubı 
hardly feels the need to provide solid evidence for it.

Morality
So far, nonhuman animals in the Qur’an have been portrayed as inno-
cent creatures that consistently worship God; and, in accordance with 
His divine will, a number of species are dutifully of service to humans. In 
the view of our exegetes, they are often perceived as inferior to humans 
because of their supposed lack of rationality, however, they are still con-
sidered free of guilt and presumably remain morally pure. Solomon’s 
interaction with the hoopoe, however, casts doubt on this perception 
of nonhuman animals. After the hoopoe presents its report about the 
Queen of Sheba and her rule, Solomon comments, “We shall see whether 
you speak truth or whether you are of the liars” (27/al-Naml: 27), hence 
raising the possibility that the hoopoe is capable of lying. Although the 

48 Calder, “Tafsır from Tabarı to Ibn Kathır,” 114–5.
49 Ibid., 115.
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hoopoe proved to be truthful in its report, Solomon’s comment still raises 
the question of animal morality. Could nonhuman animals in general tell 
lies or perform any other immoral acts? And if so, would such behav-
ior be considered a moral failing in their case, or would such judgment 
simply betray another anthropocentric value-judgment on our part? The 
consulted exegetes address the first question only at the level of some 
individual animals, whereas in their treatment of the second, the general 
attitude is to exempt nonhuman animals from any moral responsibility. 
In fact, the way many jurists and scholars of kala<m formulate their the-
ories of ethics is designed specifically to free, among others, nonhuman 
animals of moral blame.

Ethics in Islam is generally thought to correspond to the pronounce-
ments of religious law about moral and ritual obligations, permissions, 
and prohibitions. However, whether such pronouncements can be known 
only through revelation or by applying human reason is the subject of 
controversy. In the Muʿtazilı school it is maintained that “anyone can 
know the main obligations and prohibitions of life by his ‘reason’ (ʿaql), 
which includes the use of empirical observations and inferences,”50 how-
ever, Ashʿarıs and traditionalists consider that human reason is incapable 
of qualifying acts as good or bad (tahsın and taqbıh). According to the 
Muʿtazilı school, human reason is capable of evaluating acts because of 
the “ontological premise about the nature of ethical value: that terms 
such as ‘just,’ ‘obligatory,’ and ‘evil’ refer to objective facts of the world in 
any particular context.”51 In the case of lying, for example, once this act 
satisfies a few prerequisites, it becomes easy to evaluate it even without 
the help of religion. In ʿ Abd al-Jabba<r’s opinion, “It is known immediately 
that a lie, carrying no benefit and no repulsion of injury greater than it 
… when a free and capable person performs [it, is] deserving of blame.”52 
Therefore, lying itself is generally deserving of blame, and this is known 
to us through reason even before revelation qualifies it as such.

In contrast with this opinion, al-Ra<zı, defines “a bad thing” (al-qabıh) 
as that which is prohibited by revealed law (al-manhı ʿanhu sharʿan), and 
“a good thing” (al-hasan) as “that which is not prohibited by revealed 
law (ma< la< yakūnu manhı ʿ anhu sharʿan).”53 Therefore, things do not have 
inherent or objective qualifications attached to them, but remain neutral 

50 George F. Hourani, “Divine Justice and Human Reason in Muʿtazilite Ethical Theology,” 
in Ethics in Islam, ed. Richard G. Hovannisian (Malibu, CA: Undena, 1985), 77.

51 Ibid., 75.
52 Al-Mughnı, 6: i. 62 (cited by Hourani, “Divine Justice,” 77).
53 Al-Ra<zı, al-Mahsūl, 1: 108.
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or unqualified until revealed law informs us of their ethical value. Because 
obligations and prohibitions in Islamic law are addressed only to those 
who are mukallaf, acts committed by those who are not mukallaf can-
not be qualified either as good or bad. Based on this, if an insane person, 
someone in the state of sleep, a child, or a nonhuman animal damages 
someone’s property, for example, the act itself, al-Ra<zı explains, can nei-
ther be blamed nor praised, although the guardian (walı) of the party that 
caused the damage is obligated to compensate for such damage.54

Although according to al-Ra<zı’s discussion, acts performed by those 
who are not in a state of taklıf are neither good nor bad, al-Qa<dı 
al-Bayda<wı (d. 685/1286) considers that “whatever religious law has 
prohibited is bad, and everything else, such as obligations, recommended 
things and permissible things are good.” In their comments on this state-
ment, the two Subkıs state that there is no question that obligations and 
recommended things are good, but there is no agreement on that which 
is merely permissible. Certainly, God’s acts are good, whereas the acts 
of those who are not mukallaf, such as those who are in a state of sleep 
or distraction, and the acts of nonhuman animals are unanimously con-
sidered not bad, and therefore, they can either be considered good or in 
a middle state, between the good and the bad.55 Thus, according to this 
view, nonhuman animals’ acts are by definition judged either as good or 
as neutral, but they can never be seen as bad. Even in the Muʿtazilı view, 
bad acts committed by nonhuman animals (or others who are not in a 
state of taklıf) are bad and blameworthy, but this does not entail that the 
perpetrator of such acts is blameworthy. Therefore, the moral purity of 
nonhuman animals in this case is guaranteed by separating between the 
act and the one who does it.

Although nonhuman animals are exempted from any moral or legal 
responsibility, our exegetes do not fail to discuss many individual nonhu-
man animals in ethical terms, as possessing either good or bad morals. An 
example of the good side is found in al-Qurtubı’s report that the hoopoe 
may have been able to avoid Solomon’s punishment because of its kind-
ness to its parents, as it used to bring them food and feed them personally 
(Q13: 141), a moral virtue that is particularly valued in Islamic tradition. 
Likewise, ibn Kathır reports that right before concluding the Hudaybiyya 

54 Ibid., 1: 105–8.
55 Taqı al-Dın ʿAlı ibn ʿAbd al-Ka<fı al-Subkı (d. 756/1355) and his son Ta<j al-Dın ʿAbd 

al-Wahha<b al-Subkı (d. 771/1370), al-Ibha<j fı sharh al-minha<j (commentary on al-Qa<dı 
al-Bayda<wı’s Minha<j al-wusūl ila< ʿilm al-usūl) (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliya<t al-Azhariyya, 
1981), 1: 62.

 

 



Animals in the Qur’an194

peace treaty with the tribe of Quraysh,56 the Prophet and the believers 
headed for Mecca, but the Prophet’s she-camel, al-Qaswa<ʾ, at some point 
knelt down and became immovable. The Prophet’s companions accused 
it of obstinacy (khalaʾat), however, the Prophet reassured them say-
ing, “Obstinacy is not the kind of moral feature that would belong to 
al-Qaswa<ʾ.” He further explained that “the same factor that held back the 
elephant (in reference to Abraha’s attack on the Kaʿba) is now holding it 
back”57 (IK13: 120; 14: 463–4), meaning that it was behaving according 
to divine commands and not following mere whims. Thus, the Prophet 
appears to ascribe to his she-camel some moral virtues.

As for the supposedly bad morals, al-Qurtubı finds that Solomon 
questioned the hoopoe’s truthfulness as a reaction to the proud tone dis-
cerned in its report when it said, “I have found [a thing] that you did not 
apprehend,” thereby suggesting that the hoopoe could also be suffering 
from the moral imperfection of pride. In his discussion of nonhuman 
animals’ resurrection, al-Ra<zı reports the opinion of the Muʿtazilı school 
of kala<m on the theme of nonhuman animals’ wrongs committed against 
one another, which would require compensation for the victim and pun-
ishment of the wrongdoer on the Judgment Day, hence pointing to the 
possibility that nonhuman animals can be (deliberate?) wrongdoers.58

Although the Qur’an’s hoopoe proved innocent of the moral imper-
fection of which it was suspected, and many of the other imperfections 
attributed to this or other nonhuman animals remain at the specula-
tive level, the mere fact that the Qur’an points to the possibility of the 
hoopoe’s possession of the specific capability of misrepresenting facts is 
perhaps meant to reveal certain characteristics belonging to (certain?) 
nonhuman animals that are otherwise unknown to the Qur’anic audi-
ence. After all, the capability of telling lies can simultaneously be a sign 
of moral corruption (at least according to general human norms) and of 
intelligence, hence, once again, indicating that the Qur’an perhaps does 
not consider nonhuman animals as devoid of intelligence as they are gen-
erally believed to be.59 Although someone like al-Ra<zı would still limit the 

56 The peace treaty of Hudaybiyya took place in the year 628 between the tribe of Quraysh 
and the Prophet.

57 Al-Bukha<rı Sahih, al-Shurūt, no. 2770.
58 On this point, see Margaretha Heemskerk, Suffering in the Muʿtazilite Theology (Leiden: 

Brill, 2000), 164–6.
59 For modern views on nonhuman animals’ ability to deceive other individuals, see 

Encyclopedia of Language and Linguistics, second edition, s.v. “Animal Communication: 
Deception and Honest Signaling” (by Redouan Bshary), 267–70.
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effect of this theme and insist that it is hardly representative of the reality 
of all nonhuman animals, I think that the mere possibility of inferring 
such a theme in the Qur’an is both intriguing and significant.

Inspiration
The Divine address to the bee found in verses 16/al-Nahl: 68–9 is another 
intriguing animal theme in the Qur’an. The verses say, “And your Lord 
inspired the bee, saying: Choose habitations in the hills and in the trees 
and that which they thatch; Then eat of all fruits, and follow the ways 
of your Lord, made smooth [for you].” The verb awha< (inspired), the 
exegetes explain, means alham (also to inspire), to tell, and to cast into 
one’s soul. Al-Qurtubı also explains that wahy (inspiration) is what “God 
creates in someone’s heart all at once (ibtida<ʾan) and without any appar-
ent cause” (Q10: 88). Among the creatures that may be (and actually are) 
divinely inspired, al-Qurtubı further explains, there are beasts (al-baha<ʾim) 
“in whose [souls] God creates understanding of how to acquire benefits, 
avoid harmful things and manage their lives” (Q10: 88). Therefore, if we 
accept al-Qurtubı’s opinion, wahy is not a privilege bestowed on bees 
only, but is rather shared by all other animals.60

Wahy in the Qur’an constitutes one of three ways in which God com-
municates with human beings.61 In addition to Prophets, among the 
people who received wahy there is, for example, Moses’ mother, about 
whom the Qur’an says: “And We inspired the mother of Moses, saying: 
Suckle him and, when you fear for him, then cast him in the river and 
fear not nor grieve.” (28/al-Qasas: 7). Al-Qurtubı says that the type of 
wahy Moses’ mother received from God was either in the form of ilha<m 
(inspiration, i.e., by casting this directly in her heart) or iʿla<m (notifica-
tion, i.e., through the angel Gabriel). However, both he and al-Tabarı 
make the explicit point that there is consensus that her reception of wahy 
does not make her a prophetess (Q13: 166; T10: 28).62 This very com-
ment, however, implies that she has been deemed to be one, and appar-
ently this was only or mainly because she received divine wahy, which 
bespeaks the important status of the creatures that are divinely inspired. 

60 Judging from his general use of the word baha<ʾim, it is likely that al-Qurtubı uses it to 
refer to all nonhuman animals.

61 The other two forms are addressing someone from behind a veil or communicating via 
an angelic messenger (42/al-Shūra<: 51).

62 Note that al-Qurtubı does not rule out the possibility that a woman can be a prophetess, 
but his view on this matter seems to have gradually changed. See his tafsır, 4: 53; 6: 162; 
and 11: 20.
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Alma Giese notices that in the case of bees also it is argued that the wahy 
they received consisted of real revelation that reached the umma of bees 
via a prophet.63

Through the medium of inspiration, al-Ra<zı explains, God taught bees 
how to build their hives in the hexagonal shape – the sides of which are 
exactly the same size – something that a rational human being would 
be able to do only if using rulers and compasses. The hexagonal shape 
itself is the ideal form for the hives, al-Ra<zı and al-Qurtubı assert, for it is 
the only one that leaves no gaps between the cells. Furthermore, al-Ra<zı 
seems impressed by the beehive’s social structure, which involves a queen 
that the worker bees serve and carry around upon moving from one place 
to another. Bees’ sensory perception of music is another astonishing fact. 
Al-Ra<zı says that if bees abandon their hives, they can be brought back 
by playing music for them. Al-Ra<zı concludes that because this animal “is 
singled out by these marvelous characteristics, which point to its clever-
ness and skill, and since it acquired all these skills only by way of inspira-
tion (ilha<m), which resembles the state of wahy, it is no wonder that God 
says about them ‘And your Lord inspired the bee’” (R20: 57). Therefore, 
in his opinion, reception of wahy is indeed a sign of the special status of 
bees.

Resurrection
The possibility of nonhuman animals’ resurrection is mentioned twice 
in the Qur’an: first in 6/al-Anʿa<m: 38, where it is said about every da<bba 
(animal) on earth and flying creature “Then to their Lord they will be 
gathered”; and in 81/al-Takwır: 5, “and when the wild beasts (al-wuhūsh) 
are herded together.” In both verses, the idea of “gathering” or “herding 
together” is expressed with the verb hashara, which often refers to the 
gathering on Judgment Day (yawm al-hashr).64 In the case of humans, 
the main point of resurrection is accountability for deeds performed in 
this life followed by reward or punishment. In view of this, there seems to 
be a fundamental connection between resurrection and taklıf. Humans, 
it is generally understood, will be questioned about whether or not they 

63 Giese, “Betrachtungen zur Seele der Tiere,” 121.
64 Ibn Manzūr defines the verbal noun (hashr) as the gathering of people on the Day of 

Judgment (s.v. h-sh-r). Likewise, al-Isfaha<nı says that Judgment Day is also called the 
Day of Gathering (yawm al-hashr) and the Day of Resurrection (yawm al-baʿth wa-al-
nashr) Mufrada<t alfa<z al-Qur’an al-karım, s.v. h-sh-r.
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65 In most cases, the Qur’anic notion of hashr refers to the gathering that will take place 
upon resurrection. On a few occasions, it refers to the gathering of people or other ani-
mals in worldly life.

abided by God’s commands and prohibitions that they have been charged 
to observe in this life. This, however, does not mean that among humans 
only those who are mukallaf will be resurrected. Children who die before 
reaching the age of puberty and insane people are not mukallaf, how-
ever, they also will be resurrected, although, it is generally agreed, not 
for purposes of accountability. In the case of nonhuman animals, their 
hashr is not always taken to mean their resurrection, however, when it 
is, there is usually no disagreement about its purpose. Like most humans, 
nonhuman animals are resurrected for purposes of accountability. This 
section will be dedicated to an investigation of the different views about 
the nature, duration, and purpose of nonhuman animals’ hashr; in the 
next section, I will turn to the related theme of taklıf.

Nature of resurrection. The two main meanings attributed to the word 
hashr when it applies to nonhuman animals are death and resurrection. 
Ibn Kathır, al-Tabarı, and al-Qurtubı report the opinion of ibn ʿAbba<s 
who states that the hashr of nonhuman animals consists simply of their 
death (T5: 187; Q6: 271; IK6: 32), and another opinion stating that it 
consists of their resurrection and their gathering on the Judgment Day  
(T5: 187; Q6: 271; IK6: 33). It is not clear, however, how or why ibn ʿ Abba<s 
proposes this interpretation because both etymological and contextual 
evidence shows that the word hashr in the Qur’an means only to bring 
together a large number of beings.65 At any rate, al-Tabarı, in whose view 
either one of these definitions may be correct, prefers the second, that is, 
“that every creeping animal and every flying creature will be gathered 
unto God after death and after they are resurrected on Judgment Day” 
(T5: 188). Al-Qurtubı, al-Ra<zı, and ibn Kathır also agree that nonhuman 
animals’ hashr points to their gathering on the Judgment Day, which 
involves reward and punishment (R12: 180; Q6: 271; IK6: 35).

Duration of resurrection. Although all four exegetes agree that nonhuman 
animals will be resurrected and judged, their judgment is still viewed as 
different, in fact much less stern, than that of humans. All four say that 
after nonhuman animals obtain their due requitals, they will be told: “Be 
dust!” This is why, the exegetes explain, the disbelievers will cry: “If only 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Animals in the Qur’an198

I were dust!” (78/al-Nabaʾ: 40). In fact, al-Qurtubı explains that on that 
Day, when nonhuman animals see humans’ agony, they will exclaim: 
“Thank God we were not created humans, for we neither expect reward 
nor dread chastisement!” (Q6: 271). Although all exegetes agree that the 
maximum extent of nonhuman animals’ accountability is fair requital after 
which they disappear from the afterlife scene, it is sometimes suggested 
that nonhuman animals will live comfortably forever in heaven, hence 
obtaining compensation for the wrongs done to them in this life and 
allowing humans to enjoy their presence; but al-Qurtubı, who reports 
this opinion, rejects it (Q6: 270).

Al-Qa<dı ʿAbd al-Jabba<r (d. 415/1024) from the Muʿtazilı school also 
says that the compensation allotted to nonhuman animals is not eternal, 
for after they obtain their due requital God will transform them into 
dust.66 Al-Ra<zı, who reports this opinion, agrees with the Muʿtazilı school 
on this point and asserts that most exegetes are of this opinion too, how-
ever, he still reports that the Muʿtazilı Abū al-Qa<sim al-Kaʿbı al-Balkhı 
(d. 319/931) objected to this idea, arguing that if God caused these ani-
mals to die anew He would be inflicting on them new pain, which would 
require a new compensation, thus causing this process to go on endlessly. 
However, al-Ra<zı objects that there is no evidence that causing death 
need only be accomplished through the infliction of pain (R12: 181).

Whereas al-Qurtubı asserts in some contexts that nonhuman animals 
will be turned into dust, in another context he cites a prophetic hadıth 
stating, “The ewe is one of the animals of heaven (al-sha<t min dawa<bb 
al-janna)” (Q4: 23).67 Because the ewe is “one of” heaven’s animals, it is 
perhaps justified to infer that humans and female sheep are not the only 
dwellers of paradise. It is also worth noting that this hadıth does not 
specify whether the origin of heavenly sheep, like that of humans, can 
be traced back to earthly life. Our four exegetes do not seem to hold an 
opinion about this matter, however, the Sha<fiʿı exegete al-Ma<wardı (d. 
450/1058) maintains that after obtaining their full compensation for the 
harms inflicted on them in earthly life, God will turn certain animals into 
dust while others will dwell in heaven, so that believers can enjoy their 
presence and can continue to ride them, thus indicating that heavenly ani-
mals are the ones resurrected after their earthly lives.68 On the other hand, 

66 For more on the Muʿtazilı views on animals’ suffering, see Giese, “Betrachtungen zur 
Seele der Tiere,” 115, and Heemskerk, Suffering in the Muʿtazilite Theology, 167–8.

67 Ibn Ma<ja, Sunan, no. 1705.
68 Muhammad ibn Habıb al-Ma<wardı, al-Nukat wa-al-ʿuyūn, (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub 

al-ʿIlmiyya, 1992), 112–3.
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a tradition attributed to Abū Hurayra states that a specific tree in heaven 
will provide believers with horses and camels (T7: 382), which suggests 
that in the view of this companion (some?) nonhuman heavenly animals 
have no prior existence on earth. Interestingly, however, in both opinions 
the only reason nonhuman animals are given a place in heaven is the pos-
sibility to entertain (righteous) humans.

In another tradition, however, Abū Hurayra is reported to have said, 
“treat your sheep well (ahsin ila< ghanamika), wipe the mucus running 
from their noses (imsah al-ruʿama ʿanha<), clean their resting places (atib 
mura<haha<) and pray in their whereabouts (salli fı na<hiyatiha<) for they 
are among the animals of heaven.”69 This hadıth clearly prioritizes the 
interests of sheep and emphasizes their intrinsic worth. In view of this, it 
is perhaps justified to deduce that sheep would deserve heavenly rewards 
because of their own merit rather than for being a favorite species of 
human beings.

Purpose of resurrection. In a view shared by the four consulted exegetes, 
the purpose of nonhuman animal’s resurrection is their reward or 
punishment. The four of them quote different versions of a hadıth in 
which the Prophet is reported to have said that on the Judgment Day 
God’s justice will reach such a point where a hornless ewe would take 
its due right from the ewe with horns, presumably in the case where 
the latter attacks the former (T5: 187; R12: 180; Q6: 271; IK6: 33).70 
However, al-Qurtubı adds that some people reject this view and interpret 
this hadıth in a figurative sense. In this group’s opinion, the point of 
this hadıth is only to exaggerate the horrors of Judgment Day, so that 
people would understand that no one among them can ever escape 
accountability at that time. The advocates of this opinion support their 
view with a longer version of the same hadıth, in which it is affirmed that 
even inanimate things, such as stones or twigs, will be held accountable 
on that Day. Because in their opinion it is unimaginable that inanimate 
things be held accountable, they conclude that neither such beings nor 
nonhuman animals will truly be resurrected. Resurrection of nonhuman 
animals in their view is inconceivable because their deeds, unlike those of 
humans, are not recorded (or because they are not mukallaf (Q6: 271).71 
Therefore, the advocates of this opinion deny that nonhuman animal’s 

69 Ma<lik ibn Anas, Al-Muwattaʾ (Cairo: Jamʿiyyat al-Maknaz al-Isla<mı, 2001), no. 365.
70 Ahmad ibn Hanbal, Al-Musnad (Cairo: Da<r al-Hadıth, 1995), Musnad ʿUthma<n, no. 

520.
71 liʾanna al-qalam la< yajrı ʿalayhim.

     

 

 

 



Animals in the Qur’an200

hashr can have any purpose, which naturally leads them to deny this 
phenomenon altogether.

In their discussion of hashr, the adherents of the Muʿtazilı school of 
kala<m, as reported by al-Ra<zı, put more emphasis on compensation than 
on chastisement and retaliation. They argue that the infliction of pain is 
an offense that entitles any victim to obtain compensation. Therefore, 
because it is necessary (wa<jib) to recompense nonhuman animals, their 
resurrection becomes a natural or logical byproduct of God’s justice. 
Al-Qa<dı ʿAbd al-Jabba<r, still according to al-Ra<zı, further argues that any 
nonhuman animal that God has permitted humans to kill, either for the 
purpose of consuming its flesh or for self-defense, and any nonhuman 
animal that God has permitted humans to use for carrying heavy loads or 
to perform difficult work will receive its compensation from God directly. 
However, if pain is inflicted on a nonhuman animal unjustly, that is, for a 
purpose that God did not authorize, such as gratuitous killing, compen-
sation will become the duty of the wrongdoer, whether a human being 
or another animal. Al-Qa<dı ʿAbd al-Jabba<r further explains that the com-
pensation that nonhuman animals will obtain includes benefits that are 
so great that if these animals were rational beings and if they knew that 
the only way for them to obtain such benefits was by being slaughtered, 
they would have willingly accepted that.

Al-Qa<dı ʿAbd al-Jabba<r’s view raises an important question: Does the 
Muʿtazilı idea of absolute divine justice allow for injustice on earth in 
general and mistreatment of nonhuman animals in particular? Although 
the general implications of the principle of divine justice in the Muʿtazilı 
school remain outside the scope of this work, in the context of nonhuman 
animals it is important to note that ʿAbd al-Jabba<r’s views are motivated 
by two factors. The first, obviously, is his insistence on God’s absolute 
justice, which is one of the five central principles (al-usūl al-khamsa) in 
this school; and the second is his unease with the explicit permission to 
use certain animals for certain purposes, most importantly among them 
the possibility of killing certain animals for food. This permission in ʿAbd 
al-Jabba<r’s view seems to be inconsistent with God’s absolute justice, 
as there is no apparent (rational?) reason why God would allow cer-
tain beings to suffer to satisfy the needs or desires of others (regardless 
of the possible superiority of some to others).72 A slightly less difficult 

72 Giese notes that some Muʿtazilı scholars (such as al-Nazza<m) seem to emphasize the suf-
fering of nonhuman animals even more than that of humans. “Betrachtungen zur Seele 
der Tiere,” 115. See also Heemskerk, Suffering in the Muʿtazilite Theology, 187–9.
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question is why God would create some creatures as disadvantaged so 
that  others could abuse them (i.e., humans unjustly taking advantage of 
nonhuman animals). Being a staunch defender of the principle of God’s 
justice, ʿAbd al-Jabba<r had to address both questions. For the uses that 
God has allowed, He will compensate for them in such a way that non-
human animals will be fully satisfied, to the point that if they were given 
the choice – had they been aware of the entire picture from the beginning 
and capable of appreciating it – they would have chosen what God has 
chosen for them. As for the fact that God has apparently put nonhuman 
animals at a disadvantage vis-à-vis humans, ʿAbd al-Jabba<r seems to be 
arguing that this should not be interpreted as a sanction to misuse non-
human animals, for any such misuse is going to be answered for in the 
hereafter. In view of this, ʿAbd al-Jabba<r is clearly trying to reconcile 
the idea of God’s justice with the apparent injustices that take place on 
earth. In my opinion, however, the clear emphasis he lays on the idea of 
accountability in the afterlife for wrongs committed against nonhuman 
animals serves more as a deterrent from committing such wrongs than as 
a justification for an attitude of resignation to injustices and even less as 
a sanction to abuse nonhuman animals.

Al-Ra<zı, being an Ashʿarı, does not agree with al-Qa<dı ʿ Abd al-Jabba<r’s 
line of reasoning and supports his own opinion with two arguments. First, 
he considers that God is perfect, and nothing He does, be it considered 
from the human viewpoint as good or bad, could diminish His perfec-
tion, for what is perfect and complete in itself cannot logically be affected 
by anything external. Because for him, as for other Ashʿarıs, there is no 
room for tahsın and taqbıh ʿaqlı (the human mind’s unaided qualification 
of things as good or bad), the fact that God has sanctioned certain uses 
of other animals cannot be considered as something bad that needs to 
be justified or accounted for. Things, as explained earlier, do not have an 
objective or inherent quality of goodness or badness, but rather require 
a dalıl samʿı (scriptural evidence) to apprise us of their ethical value. 
Therefore, the simple fact that God has sanctioned certain uses of other 
animals makes these uses good. As such, God is not obligated to compen-
sate nonhuman animals. In fact, to believe that it is incumbent on Him 
to make up for nonhuman animals’ (or even humans’) suffering on this 
earth would compromise His freedom. Al-Ra<zı, as we have already men-
tioned, still believes that nonhuman animals will be resurrected, however, 
this is not a matter of obligation, but rather a matter of will and grace. 
God will resurrect nonhuman animals, reward or punish them because 
He chooses to do so.
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Therefore, although it is suggested that the hashr of nonhuman ani-
mals may consist simply of their death, the more accepted idea among the 
consulted exegetes and a number of other Muslim authorities whom they 
cite is that nonhuman animals will be resurrected and judged, an idea 
that is furthermore supported by the etymological meaning and contex-
tual use of the word. Even if their judgment is much less severe than that 
of humans, and even if nonhuman animals are not granted eternal life, as 
our exegetes tend to affirm, the mere assumption that they will be judged 
has, in my opinion, considerable bearing on their status, as it indicates 
that nonhuman animals could be perceived as responsible beings, which, 
again, suggests that they could, in some ways, be considered mukallaf.

Taklıf
The centrality of taklıf to the status of nonhuman animals in Islamic 
tradition has become clearer from the foregoing discussion. In fact, the 
tendency to minimize the significance of many Qur’anic animal themes 
often boils down to this key concept. For example, al-Ra<zı builds his case 
for the figurative interpretation of the so-called nonrational creatures’ 
tasbıh, first, on a lack of life, which does not apply to nonhuman animals, 
and, second, on a lack of rational faculties, which he denies to nonhu-
man animals because attributing rationality to them would entail taklıf, 
a possibility that is ruled out based on the consensus of the umma (ijma<ʿ, 
R22: 173). Likewise, the opinion cited by al-Qurtubı, which rejects the 
possibility of nonhuman animals’ (and other so-called nonrational crea-
tures’) resurrection and interprets the hornless/horned ewes hadıth in a 
figurative sense, begins by bringing up the element of life (in the case of 
twigs and stones), and then taklıf, which is denied to nonhuman animals 
because “al-qalam la< yajrı ʿalayhim” (their deeds are not recorded for 
accountability purposes; Q6: 271). Similarly, the exemption of nonhu-
man animals from moral responsibility comes down to the same argu-
ment. Nonhuman animals’ acts cannot be morally qualified because they 
are not mukallaf. It is, therefore, indispensable to discuss this concept not 
only to understand the reasons behind this insistence on keeping nonhu-
man animals outside of its perimeter, but also to see if indeed this insis-
tence is fully justified.

Definition of taklıf. In al-Ghaza<lı’s definition, taklıf means “to require 
[someone] to do [something] in which she/he finds hardship (al-haml ʿala< 
ma< fı fiʿlihi mashaqqa).” Therefore, “commandments and prohibitions 
[in religion] fall under taklıf (yandarij tahtahu al-ıja<b wa-al-hadr).” 
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Furthermore, taklıf does not correspond to that “which [human] nature 
likes or dislikes (la< wifqa ma< yatashawwafu ilayhi al-tabʿ aw yanbū 
ʿanhu).” In some of the opinions al-Ghaza<lı cites, it is maintained also 
that acts that are recommended (mandūb) and acts that are permissible 
(muba<h) fall under taklıf, but al-Ghaza<lı disagrees with these opinions.73

Perhaps the most important question that is asked in the context of 
taklıf is whether God would impose that which is unbearable or which 
cannot be met (taklıf ma< la< yuta<q) on those who are obligated to observe 
His commandments and prohibitions. Although al-Ghaza<lı cites differ-
ent views on this question, he is convinced that one of the prerequisites 
of taklıf is qudra, that is, capability (to comply with the commands). He 
explains that “religious law (al-sharʿ) imposes only that which is within 
the capacity of the party to whom the law is applicable. This is clear 
(bayyin) in the sources of religious law and in the promises and threats 
[of reward and punishment]. In any case,” he adds, “it is pointless to 
assign punishment or reward to certain acts when it is equally impossible 
to perform any of them.”74

Who is mukallaf? Making taklıf contingent on qudra (capability) serves 
mainly to decide who is addressed by religious law. Qudra is not limited 
to the physical ability to meet God’s commands and prohibitions, but 
extends to, or in fact begins with, the ability to comprehend such rules. 
If a certain party does not have the mental capacity that would allow 
it to understand God’s commands, requiring that party to abide by 
them would amount to requiring that which cannot be done. Therefore, 
children before the age of puberty, insane people, those who are in a state 
of sleep or distraction (al-na<ʾim wa-al-sa<hı), and even someone who is 
drunk (at least in the opinion of al-Ghaza<lı) are not mukallaf while in 
these states, however, as soon as they reach puberty, return to sanity, 
wake up from sleep, or become alert or sober, they become mukallaf 
anew.75 Obviously, nonhuman animals are not mukallaf with regard to 
the precepts of religion on the grounds that they cannot make sense of 
them.

What ensue from the presence of taklıf are both reward and punish-
ment, or at least praiseworthiness and blameworthiness (because, unlike 
the Muʿtazilıs, in the view of Ashʿarıs and other traditionalists God can 

73 Abū H a<mid al-Ghaza<lı, al-Mankhūl min taʿlıqa<t al-usūl (Damascus: Da<r al-Fikr, 1980, 
second edition), 21.

74 Ibid., 22–7.
75 Ibid., 30.

     

 

 

 



Animals in the Qur’an204

still forgive those who fail to meet his commandments and prohibitions). 
Furthermore, whereas a number of violations of God’s commands are 
punishable only in the hereafter, many others are punishable in this life 
as well. Therefore, one of the major aims of delimiting the scope of taklıf 
is to protect those who do not meet its requirements from suffering the 
legal consequences of certain acts that would otherwise have resulted in 
their legal accountability. In the case of nonhuman animals, a hadıth stat-
ing that “damage caused by a dumb creature is of no account (al-ʿajma<ʾ 
jurhuha< juba<r)”76 is interpreted not only as freeing nonhuman animals 
of the consequences of the injuries they may cause, but in some circum-
stances as freeing their owners as well. Al-Qurtubı explains that in the 
opinion of “Abū H anıfa and his school … if a domestic animal damages 
someone’s property, whether during daytime or at night, the owner is 
entirely free from any responsibility.” Al-Qurtubı does not agree with 
this opinion. In his opinion, the owner of a domestic animal does not 
assume the liability for the damage caused by his/her animals only dur-
ing daytime because during that time the protection of property falls on 
its owner. By contrast, if domestic animals cause damage to someone 
else’s property at night, their owners need to compensate for that dam-
age because it is the responsibility of animals’ owners to make sure that 
their livestock have no access to other people’s property during the night 
(Q11: 209). Therefore, as a result of their non-taklıf, in all circumstances, 
domestic animals themselves do not bear the consequences of any dam-
age they may cause.

In the light of this, it seems that the insistence on keeping nonhuman 
animals outside the boundaries of taklıf is primarily motivated by a pro-
tective attitude rather than a desire to relegate them to an inferior status. 
Nonetheless, freeing nonhuman animals from the consequences of taklıf 
and denying them any type of responsibility appears to have been one of 
the main causes for their inferior status.

What is particularly noteworthy about nonhuman animals’ lack of 
taklıf is that it seems inconsistent with the idea of their resurrection and 
retribution in the hereafter. If nonhuman animals are not mukallaf at all, 
then why would God reward or punish them for deeds they performed in 
this life? This theme, as we have already seen, emerges from some read-
ings of the Qur’an (the verses dealing with nonhuman animals’ hashr) 
and more clearly so in the hadıth stating that a hornless sheep will receive 
its due from the horned one that attacks it in this life. Although there is 

76 Al-Bukha<rı, Sahıh, al-Diya<t, no. 6998. 
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a tendency to interpret the Qur’anic verses and – to a lesser extent – the 
hadıth in question in a way as to rule out nonhuman animals’ resurrec-
tion and accountability, all our exegetes and many of the authorities they 
cite agree that nonhuman animals’ hashr indeed consists of their resur-
rection followed by some form of reward or punishment.

Strangely, most of our exegetes fail to address this intricate point. 
Al-Ra<zı, while asserting that nonhuman animals’ hashr refers to their 
resurrection and accountability, dedicates most of his commentaries on 
the hashr verses to the discussion of the Muʿtazilı views with the aim of 
refuting their claim that God is obligated to compensate for nonhuman 
animals’ undeserved suffering in this life. About the purpose of nonhu-
man animals’ hashr itself, he says, “All animals will be resurrected in 
order that God’s justice will be manifest (izha<ran li-al-ʿadl). In this case, 
how would it be conceivable that those who are mukallaf among humans 
and jinn will not be resurrected?” (R31: 63). Because nonhuman animals’ 
resurrection serves to illustrate God’s justice, then this seems to imply 
that in al-Ra<zı’s opinion they will be judged and rewarded or punished 
for the deeds they perform in this life, which suggests that at least a type 
of accountability applies to them. On the other hand, by contrasting them 
to those who are mukallaf, it appears that in al-Ra<zı’s opinion nonhuman 
animals are not mukallaf. Al-Ra<zı might be suggesting that nonhuman 
animals’ accountability is milder than that of humans and jinn, however, 
this is not clear from his discussion. Likewise, al-Tabarı and ibn Kathır, 
who understand nonhuman animals’ hashr as their resurrection, do not 
try to reconcile these two points.

In contrast with this, in his refutation of the opinion that insists on 
understanding the resurrection and accountability of nonhuman animals 
in a figurative sense, al-Qurtubı says, “The true interpretation is the first 
[literal] one based on Abū Hurayra’s hadıth [about the horned/hornless 
sheep]. While it is true that they [nonhuman animals] are not required to 
follow the precepts of [human] law (wa-in ka<na al-qalamu la< yajrı ʿalayhim 
fı al-ahka<m), they are still held accountable for the things that take place 
among them (fıma< baynahum yuʾa<khadhūn)” (Q6: 271). Therefore, non-
human animals are not mukallaf in that they are not required to observe 
laws that are laid down for humans, perhaps not only because they can-
not grasp these laws, but also because such laws are not relevant to their 
experiences. However, this does not mean that they are fully exempt from 
any sort of accountability. Al-Qurtubı does not expressly say whether such 
accountability can be perceived as a kind of taklıf, that is, whether non-
human animals have been specifically charged to observe certain norms 
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in dealing with other animals, however, their accountability in the after-
life seems to argue for this. If nonhuman animals are indeed mukallaf, we 
do not know also how their taklıf is communicated to them. Although it 
is suggested, as we have seen, that they have prophets among them, which 
further suggests that they receive their messages in the way humans do, 
this idea is hardly accepted in the mainstream tradition, however, and is 
not corroborated by any explicit textual evidence from the Qur’an or the 
hadıth. However, the fact that the Qur’an does not inform us of the exact 
nature of nonhuman animals’ taklıf and how this taklıf is communicated 
to them can be explained again by the fact that this text is not mainly for 
or about nonhuman animals, but rather for humans and about issues that 
are relevant to them. Nonetheless, the mere fact that nonhuman animals 
are expected to “live up to a standard of some kind,” as Waldau notes, 
“has positive … implications for [their] abilities.”77

Perspective
Perhaps the most arresting feature of animal themes in the Qur’an is the 
presence of the voices of certain nonhuman animals, which gives us the 
opportunity to see things – albeit briefly – from these nonhuman animals’ 
perspectives. Obviously, allowing an ant or a hoopoe to speak in their 
own voices is quite significant, for in addition to familiarizing us with 
their viewpoints, quoting them directly tells us that they, and perhaps by 
extension all other animals, have voices worthy of being heard and views 
worthy of being quoted, thus showing in distinct terms the important 
status nonhuman animals enjoy in the Qur’an. Among the things that the 
speeches of the hoopoe and the ant reveal is that in the same way that 
humans hold opinions about other animals, other animals also have their 
own views of humans. Remarkably also, in the same way that humans 
may feel superior to other animals, many indications in the speeches of 
the nonhuman animals quoted in the Qur’an suggest that in some ways 
they also feel superior to humans. Moreover, just as humans sometimes 
find some nonhuman animals’ behaviors inexplicable, other animals 
in the Qur’an seem to experience the same amazement vis-à-vis some 
behaviors of human beings.

When the ant qualifies Solomon’s possible aggression with the adverb 
unperceiving, it suggests that from its perspective, its knowledge is more 
detailed than that of humans, because it believes that it knows about 

77 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 141.
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humans’ actions and even their hidden intentions, whereas it does not 
expect the human beings in this scene to be aware even of its own exis-
tence or of the existence of its entire colony. The ant turns out to be wrong 
because Solomon was not only aware of the existence of its colony, but 
could even understand its speech, something the ant did not expect. This 
inaccuracy, however, should hardly be counted against this insect, for 
had Solomon, a prophet, not been given the miraculous ability of under-
standing the languages of nonhuman animals, its viewpoint would have 
remained valid. In fact, despite its inaccuracy in this particular situation, 
the ant’s viewpoint remains valid for all of humanity except, perhaps, 
prophets, which could imply a criticism of most humans for their indif-
ference to nonhuman animals’ suffering.

Besides, this inaccuracy did not prevent the ant’s view from being 
presented in the Qur’an. This could be an effective way of showing the 
merit of the Prophet Solomon, whose sound character had become so 
renowned that even nonhuman animals knew about it. However, another 
point could also be that the Qur’an wants to tell humans that this ant, 
and perhaps by extension all other animals, has its own view about other 
creatures, including humans. Moreover, these views do not have to be 
right to deserve to be cited in the Qur’an. Nonhuman animals can be less 
than perfect, however, they can still have space allotted to them in this 
text.

The hoopoe’s more detailed address presents it not only as having its 
own opinion and assessment of situations, but also of being very con-
fident about them. In full self-assurance, it tells Solomon that it knows 
what he knows not, hence showing anew that from their own perspec-
tive, nonhuman animals may feel superior to humans in some aspects of 
knowledge. Moreover, unlike the ant, the hoopoe’s judgment proves to 
be accurate and its report highly valuable, which suggests that from the 
Qur’anic perspective nonhuman animals – or at least some of them – 
are hardly the dumb creatures humans consider them to be.

The perplexity the hoopoe displays about the people of Sheba’s mis-
guidance is another remarkable point. The fact that only God should be 
worshipped seems so obvious to this bird that it cannot understand how 
anyone could possibly fail to see it. Also, it is interesting that the hoopoe’s 
statement suggests that its trust in the validity of its point emanates more 
from rational evidence than from instinctive knowledge that God cast 
directly in its soul, as the exegetes claim. The hoopoe argues that God is 
the only one who is worthy of being worshipped because He is the One 
Who “brings forth the hidden in the heavens and the earth, and knows 
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what you hide and what you proclaim” (27/al-Naml: 25). Therefore, the 
hoopoe’s knowledge of this divine attribute has led it to the knowledge of 
God, or at least to appreciate God’s majesty and greatness. Being itself an 
expert in seeing what is hidden under the ground, as the exegetes agree, 
the hoopoe is particularly well situated to appreciate the divine attrib-
ute of bringing forth that which is hidden. Because humans are likely to 
know God from different angles or by experiencing other divine attri-
butes (other than the one mentioned by the hoopoe), the point of citing 
this bird’s argument does not seem to be the persuasion of humans of 
God’s existence or greatness; rather, it is to show that this bird possesses 
the capacity for rational analysis that helped it reach its spiritual convic-
tions, or at least support its views on hidden matters.

The hoopoe’s perplexity toward this inexplicable human behavior is 
reminiscent of human perplexity toward some animal behaviors, such 
as al-Ra<zı’s perplexity in the anecdote about his own experience with 
the camel in the desert (cited earlier). Al-Ra<zı’s astonishment shows his 
inability to understand what was occurring in the camel’s mind, just as 
the hoopoe was unable to understand what was occurring in the minds 
of the people of Sheba. One of the main differences between the two 
situations, however, is that the Qur’an endorses the hoopoe’s viewpoint 
about the inexplicability of the behavior of the people of Sheba, whereas 
the presentation of the animal themes discussed hardly endorses al-Ra<zı’s 
views about nonhuman animals.

None of the consulted exegetes explicitly points to the importance of 
nonhuman animals’ possession of their own voices or perspectives in the 
Qur’an, however, al-Qurtubı, as if under the effect of this theme, reports 
a large number of maxims supposedly articulated by nonhuman animals, 
as well as conversations that allegedly took place between birds and 
Solomon, presenting nonhuman animals as having their own voices and 
viewpoints. In one of these anecdotes, al-Qurtubı reports that Solomon 
once passed by a hoopoe and saw that a child had placed a trap to catch 
it. Upon being warned of the child’s trap, the hoopoe said: “Oh Prophet 
of God, this is just a mindless child whom I like to tease.” However, when 
Solomon came back to the same place, he found the hoopoe caught in the 
trap and asked how this happened. The hoopoe answered, “I only saw it 
after I got caught in it.” Solomon expressed his amazement because the 
hoopoe is supposed to be able to see the things that are hidden under the 
ground. In a resigned tone, the hoopoe replied that when something is 
destined to happen, one fails to see it happening. Like the hoopoe quoted 
in the Qur’an, this one also holds an opinion about the human being 
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with whom it deals, which it expresses in an even more straightforward 
way, when it characterizes the child as “mindless.” Unlike the hoopoe in 
the Qur’anic scene, however, this one proves to be, and admits to being, 
wrong, or at least admits to being subject to fate like any other creature. 
In my opinion, however, in both the Qur’an’s and al-Qurtubı’s treatment 
of the topic of animals’ perspectives, the point is not to show the validity 
or invalidity of their opinions, but rather to show that nonhuman ani-
mals, like humans, have their own views of things, which may be right or 
wrong. Their possession and expression of these opinions serve, however, 
to show the relativity of matters, of which the human beings do not seem 
to be fully aware. This world, of which humans generally tend to feel they 
are the focal point, may look different to other creatures.

Although some of the birds discussed by al-Qurtubı may point to these 
animals’ limitations, most of the birds and other animals he quotes are 
highly spiritual, wise, and knowledgeable. For example, al-Qurtubı reports 
that a dove once cooed close to Solomon, who informed his companions 
that it said, “I wish these creatures were never created. Yet since they are 
created, I wish they understood the purpose of their creation.” A swallow, 
advised other creatures to “do good deeds beforehand so that they can 
reap good results” (Q13: 112). Swallows also supposedly know a number 
of Qur’anic passages. In a hadıth attributed to the Prophet it is related that 
“when the rooster crows it says, ‘remember God, oh you heedless ones!’”78 
In fact, many of these birds display ascetical qualities, and most of them 
are insightful. This clearly shows al-Qurtubı’s propensity to idealize non-
human animals, a propensity also clear in his discussion of Solomon’s ant. 
Al-Qurtubı, however, like our other exegetes, is hardly consistent in this 
respect. Although his tendency to present nonhuman animals in a mark-
edly positive light is very clear, sometimes going so far as to make them 
look superior to many humans, in other situations he does not hesitate to 
reiterate negative and stereotypical views about them.

Evaluation of the exegetes’ views

This is perhaps the time to reflect more generally on our exegetes’ 
approaches to certain animal themes in the Qur’an. At first glance, it 
may seem that al-Tabarı, ibn Kathır, and al-Qurtubı form one group that 

78 Al-Qurtubı attributes this hadıth to the Prophet, but Abū al-Shaykh al-Asbaha<nı’s (d. 
369/979) chain of isna<d does not reach him (the Prophet). Abū al-Shaykh al-Asbaha<nı, 
Kita<b al-ʿazama (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1994) no. 1231; (Q13: 112).
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stands in opposition to al-Ra<zı, considering that they generally opt for 
literal interpretations of the Qur’anic animal themes and are hardly both-
ered by what may seem to be fantastic portrayals of nonhuman animals 
(and other creatures) in the text, whereas al-Ra<zı, typically and consis-
tently appears as a rationalist who insists on passing Qur’anic depictions 
of nonhuman animals and other creatures through the filter of reason.79 
A deeper look, however, reveals that al-Qurtubı is more of a rationalist 
than he first appears, whereas al-Ra<zı’s approach depends on a rational-
ism that is deeply colored by presuppositions of Neoplatonic thought.

Al-Qurtubı’s rationalism appears, for example, in the way he handles 
the theme of nonhuman animals’ language. Unlike al-Tabarı and ibn 
Kathır, he is not content to accept the literal meaning of the Qur’an in 
this respect merely on grounds of faith, but rather seeks to explain the 
phenomenon in rational terms. One of the reasons some people seem to 
find difficulty believing that ants may possess a language is that they limit 
language to acoustic communication. This is noticeable in the attitude of 
those who exaggerate the size of Solomon’s ant to justify its possession of 
a voice that would allow it to issue speech. Al-Qurtubı, however, does not 
agree that a language must necessarily be acoustic. Because the knowl-
edge that has become available to us today about the different methods 
of nonhuman animals’ communication was not available at his time,80 
al-Qurtubı had to resort to the only type of non-acoustic language that he 
knew, the concept of al-kala<m al-nafsı (mental speech). He supports his 
point of view first by quoting al-Nahha<s’ definition of the word mantiq 
(anything that can be understood, without necessarily being issued in 
words), and second by analyzing the situation in which someone has in 

79 About al-Ra<zı’s rationalism, see for example Shalahudin Kafrawi, who says: “According 
to him [al-Ra<zı], both revelation and reason are the sources of knowledge; neither one 
negates the other. However, when there seems to be conflict between the two, he argues, 
reason should be given priority. This is because the validation of the scriptural evidence 
depends on the validity of rational demonstration.” Shalahuddin Kafrawi, “Fakhr al-Dın 
al-Ra<zı’s Sources of Taʾwıl: Between Revelation and Reason.” Islamic Quarterly, 43, 2 
(1999): 191. See also Roger Arnaldez, Fakhr al-Dîn al-Râzî Commentateur du Coran et 
philosophe (Paris: J. Vrin, 2002), 126.

80 About acoustic, visual, and olfactory communication among nonhuman animals, see 
M. Naguib, “Animal Communication: Overview,” in Encyclopedia of Language and 
Linguistics (second edition), 1: 276–284; about infrasonic communication among 
elephants, see Katherine B. Payne, William R. Langbauer, Jr., Elizabeth M. Thomas, 
“Infrasonic Calls of the Asian Elephant (Elephas Maximus),” Behavioral Ecology and 
Sociobiology, vol. 18, no. (1986), 297–301; about bee’s dance language, see Tania Munz, 
“The Bee Battles: Karl von Frisch, Adrian Wenner and the Honey Bee Dance Language 
Controversy,” Journal of the History of Biology (2005) 38, 535–570.
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mind “words or speeches” that are not articulated out loud. Therefore, a 
language does not necessarily need to be acoustic. Although in his view 
this form of language usually lacks the element of communication, on 
exceptional occasions, he points out, this rule did not apply. This hap-
pened for instance when the Prophet was miraculously able to know what 
went on in some people’s minds although they did not utter a word about 
it. Therefore, one may infer that Solomon was able miraculously to access 
nonhuman animals’ languages in the same way the Prophet Muhammad 
was able to access the unspoken ideas of some people. Al-Qurtubı does 
not resolve how these animals communicate among themselves, does not 
specify the nature of nonhuman animals’ language, neither does he give 
a rational proof that it truly exists, however, his proposed analysis at 
least rules out the impossibility of its existence and makes it easier for 
his reader to accept his opinions about nonhuman animals on rational 
grounds.

As for al-Ra<zı, as already noted, he bases his argument for animals’ 
lack of linguistic skills mainly on the grounds of taklıf. For him, posses-
sion of language presumes possession of rational faculties, a state that in 
his opinion automatically results in the imposition of religious precepts 
on a rational creature. However, there is consensus among the umma, he 
argues, that nonhuman animals are not mukallaf, which, by his line of 
reasoning, precludes the possibility that nonhuman animals have ratio-
nal faculties and languages. This, in fact, makes his whole argument rest 
on ijma<ʿ (consensus), rather than logical argumentation (or scripture), 
because if logical consistency were the main or the only basis for his idea, 
his argument would become circular (nonhuman animals are not mukal-
laf because they are not rational, and they are not rational because they 
are not mukallaf). Al-Ra<zı’s argument suffers from a number of weak-
nesses. First, he himself admits that a creature may have rational faculties 
and language without being mukallaf, as is the case with human ado-
lescents and the birds that glorified God along with the Prophet David 
or that served in the Prophet Solomon’s army. Therefore, possessing a 
language and being rational do not necessarily have to be accompanied 
by taklıf. Consequently, according to al-Ra<zı’s own logic, it is possible 
that all nonhuman animals reach the rational level of human adolescents, 
just as was the case with Solomon’s and David’s birds. Al-Ra<zı rules out 
this possibility, however, without providing evidence to support his view. 
Second, although he asserts that there is consensus among the umma 
that nonhuman animals are not mukallaf, he, much like the other con-
sulted exegetes, asserts that nonhuman animals will be held accountable 
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in the afterlife for their deeds in this life, which suggests that some sort 
of accountability applies to them, even if it differs greatly from the taklıf 
of humans. Moreover, although it is generally true that the umma has 
reached consensus on nonhuman animals’ lack of taklıf, the principle in 
the opinion of some scholars (such as al-Qurtubı) is still nuanced.

Al-Ra<zı’s general resistance to attribute any significant mental or 
linguistic complexity to nonhuman animals seems to stem more from 
Neoplatonic influence – particularly the concept of the Great Chain of 
Being – than from purely rational considerations. This influence can be 
discerned for example in his continual preoccupation with hierarchical 
arrangements, in a way reminiscent of Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ. To cite a few 
examples, in the case of sciences or intellectual disciplines, he asks which 
of them is nobler or superior to others and engages in a long discussion 
to prove – both through rational argumentation and interpretation of 
scriptural evidence – that the discipline of usūl al-fiqh (principles of juris-
prudence) is the noblest (R2: 79–80). In his attempt to account for the 
choice of the word face in “whosoever surrenders his face to God while 
doing good, his reward is with his Lord” (2/al-Baqara: 112), he explains 
that the choice of the face is justified by the fact that it is superior to all 
other body members (R4: 144). Likewise, in his explanation of why there 
is mention of palm trees and vines in particular in 2/al-Baqara: 266, he 
states that these two fruits are superior to all other fruits (R7: 52).81

About the Chain of Being per se, Binyamin Abrahamov observes,

Very probably being influenced by the doctrine of Ihwa<n al-Safa<ʾ, al-Ra<zı regards 
the genus of the bodies which are composed of the four elements (sing. al-gism 
al-ʿunsurı) as divided into three species: minerals, plants, and animals. Every spe-
cies of this hierarchy – in which minerals are the lowest, animals are the highest, 
and plants in between – is in turn a genus which is divided into many species, the 
noblest of which is the species of man.82

In al-Ra<zı’s opinion, this hierarchical arrangement can even serve to 
prove the existence of angels, whom, predictably, he considers superior 
to humans (R2: 148). In his classification of earthly animals he says,

Know that the most noble (ashraf) bodies in the sublunary world (al-ʿa<lam 
al-suflı) after the human being are the bodies of other animals, as they possess 
noble faculties (li-ikhtisa<siha< bi-al-quwa< al-sharıfa), which are inner and outer 

81 Al-Qurtubı gives the same reason to account for the choice of these two types of fruits 
(Q3207). However, the same general preoccupation with hierarchical arrangements can 
hardly be perceived in al-Qurtubı’s tafsır.

82 Binyamin Abrahamov, “Religion Versus Philosophy: The Case of Fahr al-Dın al-Ra<zı’s 
Proofs for Prophecy,” Oriente Moderno, 80, 3 (2000): 419.
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senses (al-hawa<ss al-za<hira wa-al-ba<tina), appetite (al-shahwa), and irascibility 
(al-ghadab). These animals can be divided into two categories, those which ben-
efit humans and those which do not. The first category is superior to the second, 
because humans are superior to other animals, and consequently that which ben-
efits them is superior to that which does not. Among the first category, we find 
that there are animals which humans can use to satisfy their necessary needs, such 
as food and clothing, and those which can be used for luxuries, such as ornaments 
and other uses. The first of these two categories is superior to the second. This 
category consists of anʿa<m, and this is why God singled them out in this verse. 
(16/al-Nahl: 5; R19: 181)

Therefore, even if his hierarchical arrangement differs from that of 
Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ, his preoccupation with hierarchical arrangement is still 
obvious.

Al-Ra<zı’s presuppositions about the nature and status of various 
beings, however, have presented him with a number of difficulties in his 
treatment of certain Qur’anic themes, and occasionally he seems to have 
failed to account even for some phenomena that he experienced per-
sonally. As has been already pointed out a number of times, the Qur’an 
often attributes what appears to be like rational features to the so-called 
nonrational beings. For example, stones in this text feel fear of God (2/
al-Baqara: 74), skins may witness against their owners (41/Fussilat: 21), 
and the earth and heavens receive divine commands that they willingly 
obey (41/Fussilat: 11). When dealing with such Qur’anic themes, al-Ra<zı 
usually has one of three positions. The more general one is that he inter-
prets such verses figuratively. As an example of this, he takes the divine 
command to the earth to swallow its water and to the sky to be cleared 
of its clouds after the flood in which Noah’s people were drowned (11/
Hūd: 44) to be only a stylistic feature, the point of which is to “impress 
God’s greatness and majesty on the human imagination” (R17: 187). In 
other situations, he grants that such phenomena may exist, but only on 
an exceptional basis, as miracles. For example, when he deals with God’s 
manifestation of Himself to the mountain (7/al-Aʿra<f: 143),83 upon which 
the latter was crushed, and with God’s command to the hills to echo 
David’s psalms of praise (34/Sabaʾ: 10), he accepts that God miraculously 
created life, mind, and understanding in these inanimate creatures and 
gave the mountain the faculty of seeing. In this case, he goes so far as 
to refute the Muʿtazilı view, which, as he informs us, insists on inter-
preting even these verses figuratively (R14: 179). Sometimes, however, 
he just expresses his amazement at such Qur’anic statements (or animal 

83 This divine manifestation to the mountain was occasioned by Moses’ request to see 
God.
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behaviors that he experienced personally, such as the camel anecdote, 
cited earlier) without attempting to provide an explanation. For example, 
when he discusses 16/al-Nahl: 68–9, which deal with bees, he notices a 
number of “amazing” features of this species that “point to [bees’] great 
cleverness and skill, which justifies the divine address ‘And your Lord 
inspired the bee ’” (R20: 56–7). Likewise, in a comment on the earth’s 
and the heavens’ obedience to God he says: “there are amazing secrets in 
this [statement]” (R8: 108).84

His assertion that Solomon’s birds were miraculously given language 
and a level of understanding is also hardly persuasive. As noted, the 
Qur’anic phrasing indicates that birds’ language is a constant matter, and 
that the miraculous element in this episode is the fact that Solomon was 
taught their language. It is to be noted also that in his discussion of Moses’ 
ability to hear and understand the worm he found inside three rocks (dis-
cussed earlier), he explains that Moses was able to understand what this 
worm said because “the veil was lifted off his hearing (rufiʿa al-hija<bu ʿan 
samʿi Mūsa<),” hence, in this context appearing as more accepting of the 
possibility that nonhuman animals have actual languages that are not 
accessible to humans because of the latter’s general inability to decipher 
them. A possible reason for being more accepting of this possibility here 
could be that al-Ra<zı was dealing more casually with this theme. Despite 
occasional inconsistencies, however, al-Ra<zı’s views are still more inter-
nally consistent than those of our other exegetes.

Furthermore, al-Ra<zı is not as categorical in rejecting the idea of 
nonhuman animals’ possession of languages and rational faculties as 
ibn Hazm. In a section titled “al-Bahthu ʿan nufūsi sa<ʾiri al-hayawa<na<t” 
(Investigation Concerning the Souls of all Animals) in al-Mata<lib al-ʿa<liya, 
al-Ra<zı examines this question in considerable depth. He starts by citing 
the two major opinions in this respect, which are the opinion of al-fala<sifa 
al-mutaʾakhkhirūn, that is, Muslims who espouse Neoplatonic views, and 
sa<ʾir al-na<s (lit, other people), that is, those who do not espouse these 
views. In the opinion of the first group, al-Ra<zı tells us, what proves that 
nonhuman animals have no rational faculties is that if they had such 
faculties without them benefiting from this state, this situation would 
become pointless, which does not fit the concept of the Wise Creator. The 
reason nonhuman animals are perceived as not benefiting from rational 

84  Elsewhere al-Ra<zı gives a figurative interpretation of this verse (7/al-Aʿra<f: 83), however, 
it is still noteworthy that he also admits that such Qur’anic themes contain “amazing 
secrets.”
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faculties in the view of this group is that “they do not avoid bad deeds” (la< 
tahtarizu ʿan al-afʿa<li al-qabıha). What this group means is that because 
nonhuman animals perform many acts which, by human standards, are 
considered immoral, this shows that they have no mental faculties that 
would have indicated to them the unacceptability of such acts. Clearly, 
then, it is by applying human moral standards to other animals that this 
group reaches the conclusion that other animals have no rational facul-
ties at all.

In response to this, al-Ra<zı tells us, the opposing group asserts that 
nonhuman animals have (a considerable measure?) of rational faculties 
based both on empirical observations and scriptural evidence. As far as 
empirical observations are concerned, al-Ra<zı not only gives a long list 
of the behaviors pointing to nonhuman animals’ intelligence, but also 
derives conclusions from these descriptions, which affirm that these ani-
mals actually think. For example, he states that “a mouse will insert its 
tail in a bottle containing fat, and then lick it.” Al-Ra<zı concludes that 
this behavior indicates that this mouse “(1) knows that it needs fat, (2) 
that it cannot insert its head inside the bottle, (3) that it can insert its tail, 
and (4), that by inserting its tail it can reach its ultimate goal (i.e. obtain-
ing fat).”85 He also asserts that ants store their provisions and that the 
reason they do this is because “they know that there will be a time when 
they will need food yet food will become inaccessible.”86 Furthermore, 
when ants feel humidity in their anthills, in addition to splitting grains 
(in the way described earlier), they also take their food stores to the open 
air and expose them to sunlight to dry them out.87 He adds that when 
ants start taking their food back inside anthills, this indicates that there 
will be a change in weather conditions. Such behavior, al-Ra<zı comments, 
“proves that this small animal has great intelligence (dhaka<ʾ ʿazım).”88 In 
his discussion of spiders’ weaving of their webs, he says, “these processes 
are mental (ha<dhihi al-afʿa<l fikriyya) and they are in no way inferior to 
human ideas (laysat aqall min al-afka<r al-insa<niyya).”89 In addition to 
these empirical observations, al-Ra<zı also cites the different Qur’anic verses 
that deal with nonhuman animals’ language and other signs of intelligence, 

85 Fakhr al-Dın al-Ra<zı, Al-Mata<lib al-ʿa<liya min al-ʿilm al-ila<hı (Beirut: Da<r al-Kita<b 
al-ʿArabı, 1987), 7: 303–4.

86 Ibid., 304–5.
87 For more on this point, see Hölldobler and Wilson, The Ants, 374–81.
88 Al-Ra<zı, Al-Mata<lib al-ʿa<liya, 7: 305.
89 Ibid.

 

 

 

 

 



Animals in the Qur’an216

with which the second group corroborates their opinion that nonhuman 
animals have rational faculties.90

After citing both opinions and going into much detail to illustrate 
the view that ascribes intelligence to nonhuman animals, al-Ra <zı  con-
cludes that “there are different degrees of knowledge … If being ratio-
nal means knowing all the sciences that are known to human beings, 
then other animals are not rational. However, if being rational corre-
sponds to having certain types of knowledge, then it is clear that [other 
animals] do have these types of knowledge.” His concluding remark, 
however, is that to hold a final stand on this matter is not possible, 
because this is a matter of the unseen (al-ghayb), and the only one who 
knows the unseen is God.91

Al-Ra<zı is not the only one whose views of other animals are not 
static. Al-Qurtubı also holds a number of conflicting views about them, 
however, whereas in al-Ra<zı’s case his views seem to have evolved over 
time, al-Qurtubı’s views seem to depend mostly on contextual factors. 
Al-Qurtubı’s inconsistencies are noticeable in his treatment of the questions 
of nonhuman animals’ rationality, accountability, and morality. About the 
first, although he sometimes presents nonhuman animals as spiritually 
and psychologically complex beings whose mental capacities may even be 
superior to those of some humans, on other occasions he falls back into 
certain assumptions about them that he does not endeavor to justify. For 
example, he asserts that God bestowed on “all [nonhuman] animals (sa<ʾ ir 
al-hayawa<n) the kind of subtle knowledge that some superior [human] 
minds can hardly grasp” (Q13: 126). Likewise, in his commentary on the 
sura 87/al-Aʿla<: 3,92 which deals with God’s guidance (of His creation), 
al-Qurtubı says, “[God’s] inspirations to beasts, birds, vermin, pests, and 
reptiles (hawa<mm) is a vast topic (ba<b wa<siʿ) and an unfathomable sub-
ject. No description can do justice to it” (Q20: 13).

In contrast with these statements, which imply that nonhuman ani-
mals are mentally complex beings possessing not only practical knowl-
edge of what benefits them in this life, but also abstract knowledge of 
spiritual ideas (such as the notion of God’s oneness), in other contexts 
al-Qurtubı presents them as having hardly any knowledge or mental 
complexity, or at least the same certainty about their knowledge is con-
siderably reduced. For example, in his commentary on 25/al-Furqa<n: 44 

90 Ibid., 309.
91 Al-Ra<zı, Al-Mata<lib al-ʿa<liya, 303–11.
92 “Who measures, then guides.”
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in which disbelievers are compared to anʿa<m, he states, “It is said that 
even if beasts (al-baha<ʾim) do not grasp the notions of [God’s] oneness 
and prophethood, they, nonetheless, do not believe in the invalidity of 
these notions” (Q13: 26). Therefore, in this context al-Qurtubı does not 
appear to attribute to nonhuman animals the same abstract knowledge 
that he confidently ascribed to them in another context. Elsewhere, he 
also perceives an analogy between disbelievers and “the beast which 
has no mind (al-bahıma allatı la< taʿqil)” (Q16: 163) and maintains that 
anʿa<m’s sole (or main) preoccupation is the satisfaction of their gustatory 
needs (himmatuhum al-aklu wa-al-shurb, Q7: 206). Furthermore, the 
reason quadrupeds are given the name bahıma, he explains, is because of 
the “obscurity of their minds, as they are deficient in language and com-
prehension and are unable to discriminate and to understand” (Q6: 24). 
This interpretation is obviously influenced by the etymology of the word 
bahıma, the root of which, b-h-m, is related to obscurity and darkness, a 
semantic field that he connects with nonhuman animals’ lack of rational-
ity, whereas it could be interpreted as an indication of humans’ inability 
to figure out what goes on in other animals’ minds (i.e., these animals’ 
minds are incomprehensible to humans, not in and of themselves).

Additionally, as we have seen, although al-Qurtubı admits that the pre-
cepts of Islamic law do not apply to nonhuman animals, he still affirms 
that in the hereafter they will be held accountable for injustices that take 
place among them (Q6: 271). In contrast with this statement, in his com-
mentary on the verse “Do you deem then that We had created you for 
naught (khalaqna<kum ʿabathan), and that you would not be returned 
unto Us?” (23/al-Muʾminūn: 115) in which disbelievers (or humans) 
are addressed, al-Qurtubı maintains that “pointless creation” or “being 
created for naught” is the case of beasts (al-baha<ʾim) “which expect no 
reward and no punishment” (Q12: 104). He derives the same conclu-
sion from 75/al-Qiya<ma: 36,93 about which he says, “it means like beasts, 
[which are created] aimlessly (muhmalan) for no benefit” (Q12: 104). 
This, obviously, is a surprising comment, considering that in a different 
context al-Qurtubı understands nonhuman animals’ resurrection literally 
and asserts that they will obtain their due requital on Judgment Day.

Likewise, although on a number of occasions this exegete affirms 
nonhuman animals’ fundamental innocence, he still perceives a resem-
blance between them and disbelievers, which seems to suggest nonhuman 
animals’ immorality or lowliness. For example, one of the paradoxical 

93 “Does man think that he is to be left aimless?” 



Animals in the Qur’an218

elements in the creation of camels that he points out is the fact that a 
sinful creature (i.e., the human being) rides an innocent one (i.e., the 
camel, Q10: 81). In addition, commenting on Noah’s flood in 11/Hūd: 
41–4, he affirms that many children and nonhuman animals died, how-
ever, that their death was simply because they reached their appointed 
times (a<ja<l), meaning that in their cases death was not punishment for 
any misdeeds, as it was with disbelievers, but was a natural process (Q9: 
29). This explanation also presumes the basic innocence of nonhuman 
animals and children. On some occasions, he also cites a hadıth asserting 
that “If it were not for [some] men who fear God (rija<l khushshaʿ), graz-
ing beasts (baha<ʾim ruttaʿ), and suckling infants (sibya<n ruddaʿ), torment 
would have been poured on the sinful” (Q2: 80; 3: 170),94 thus referring 
not only to nonhuman animals’ basic innocence, but also pointing to 
the fact that their innocence is one of the reasons the sinners are spared 
(immediate) punishment. In contrast with this attitude, in his discussion 
of God’s oath “And the begetter and that which he begat (wa-wa<lidin 
wa-ma< walad)” (90/al-Balad: 3), al-Qurtubı suggests that the word wa<lid 
(begetter) refers to Adam, whereas the phrase ma< walad (that which he 
begat) “refers to his descendants … or rather, to the righteous among 
his descendents. As for the wicked among them, they are like beasts 
(fa-kaʾannahum baha<ʾim)” (Q20: 41). Such conflicting views about non-
human animals are also often encountered in al-Tabarı’s and ibn Kathır’s 
interpretations, however, because al-Ra<zı’s and al-Qurtubı’s discussions 
of these themes are generally more elaborate, the preceding examples 
may suffice as an illustration of these attitudes. Nonetheless, these incon-
sistencies are intriguing, which leads us to ask about the reasons behind 
them.

Although answers to this question can only be speculative, it is still 
possible to discern a pattern in our exegetes’ treatment of Qur’anic ani-
mal themes. Before pointing to this pattern, however, it is perhaps also 
justified to suggest that some of these contradictions are only at a superfi-
cial level. For example, when al-Qurtubı asserts that anʿa<m do not expect 
judgment or punishment, his point may be that they do not expect (legal) 
judgment in this life. Therefore, this does not necessarily mean that in 
this context he is denying that nonhuman animals will be resurrected 
and judged in the afterlife. Generally speaking, however, at least in the 
case of al-Tabarı, al-Qurtubı, and ibn Kathır, it seems that whenever they 
deal with Qur’anic animal themes, such as nonhuman animals’ language 

94 Al-Bayhaqı, al-Sunan al-kubra<, Kita<b sala<t al-istisqa<ʾ, no. 6390. 
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and morality, they endeavor to highlight the worth of, and to attribute 
much complexity to, other animals. However, when they are not under 
the direct effect of these themes, they often revert to stereotypical views 
of other animals. Thus, the linear approach to the Qur’an (discussed in 
the second chapter) clearly plays a role in this inconsistency. Likewise, 
analogies between anʿa<m and disbelievers sometimes cause our exegetes 
to reduce the complexity they ascribe to other animals and, on certain 
occasions, lead them to attribute a number of negative traits to this ani-
mal category. The fact that such views of other animals are not consis-
tent with the ones they hold in other contexts somehow does not lead 
these three exegetes to attempt to reconcile their own conflicting views. 
Generally speaking, however, when our exegetes allow their ideas about 
other animals to be shaped by the Qur’an, their views of such animals 
become distinctly more complex and positive.

This Qur’anic impact may even be detected in the case of al-Ra<zı. As 
we have seen, even though this exegete appears in his tafsır as consis-
tently convinced of the superiority of humans to other animals and bases 
this superiority mostly on the element of rationality, which he generally 
ascribes to the former but not to the latter, in al-Mata<lib al-ʿa<liya he was 
willing to ascribe to nonhuman animals a considerable degree of intel-
ligence and knowledge when describing mental processes that he infers 
from the behaviors of certain animals. Because al-Ra<zı wrote al-Mata<lib 
al-ʿa<liya after his tafsır, this suggests that his views of other animals 
evolved.95 In view of this, it is tempting to suggest as well that this change 
in views was at least partly the product of his deep engagement with 
the Qur’anic animal themes in his tafsır. This engagement might have 
prompted him to observe certain animals more closely and led him to 
reconsider many of his prior ideas about the nonhuman animals’ world.

To return to the point raised earlier in this book about the extent 
to which the Qur’an has shaped Muslims’ perceptions of and attitudes 
toward nonhuman animals, in view of the preceding discussion, it seems 
that, at least in the case of al-Tabarı, al-Qurtubı, and ibn Kathır, their 
respective readings and interpretations of the Qur’an clearly led them to 
ascribe to other animals a number of characteristics that are not tradi-
tionally thought to apply to nonhuman species, such as a significant level 
of spirituality, rationality, morality, and accountability. Nonetheless, this 
effect was not enduring, as indicated in the discussion. These shifting 
attitudes seem to be caused first by the linear approach to the Qur’an, 

95 Shihadeh, The Theological Ethics, 10. 
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but even more importantly by the discrepancy between certain Qur’anic 
animal themes – even as they occasionally read them – and the prevalent 
cultural views about them as well as the way humans tend to experience 
other animals. In fact, it seems that these three exegetes failed to engage 
profoundly with this topic so as to reconcile (even) their own reading 
of the Qur’anic depiction of nonhuman animals with the way humans 
experience them to ultimately reach an intellectually consistent view on 
this topic.

In contrast with these three exegetes, al-Ra<zı is not only more con-
sistent in his views about other animals, but also seems to have given 
this topic considerable thought. In the case of this exegete, however, the 
Qur’an was not the only source on which he relied to form his ideas 
about other animals. In addition to the Qur’an and various cultural influ-
ences, this exegete’s ideas about other animals were deeply molded by 
Neoplatonic presuppositions, which seem to have conditioned his under-
standing of many Qur’anic animal themes. Al-Ra<zı’s views of other ani-
mals were not static, however, as evidenced by the views he expressed in 
his later work, al-Mata<lib al-ʿa<liya. In view of this, it may be justified to 
suggest that even in the case of this exegete, the Qur’an played an impor-
tant role in shaping his views of other species.
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5

Humans in the Qur’an

In the previous chapters, I have argued that many of the themes that 
could be interpreted as indicative of humans’ superiority to other animals, 
such as those of taskhır (subjugation/adaptation), maskh (metamorpho-
sis), and istikhla<f (succession rather than vicegerency), are not necessarily 
signs of the underprivileged or lower status of the latter. Furthermore, the 
complexity that the Qur’an ascribes to nonhuman animals indicates that 
they have an ample share in many of the features traditionally thought to 
be the monopoly of humans or the so-called rational creatures. This com-
plexity often serves to justify elevating the status of humans over that of 
many other animals. Thus, it is questionable whether or not features such 
as rationality, morality, or accountability elevate the status of humans 
above that of other animals, or if they do (because humans may still be 
thought to have a greater share of these attributes), whether or not the 
status emanating from such features is as significant as is usually believed. 
Because the status of nonhuman animals is generally considered in com-
parison with humans, two additional points need to be addressed. First, 
we must determine what the Qur’an says about humans; and second, we 
must understand the criteria on which the Qur’an assigns status.

In his discussion of the theme of man in the Qur’an, Fazlur Rahman 
points out that man is “God’s creature just like any other created being”; 
nonetheless, he adds that “man is distinguished from the rest of natural 
creation by the fact that after fashioning him, God ‘breathed My own 
spirit’ into him.”1 It is hardly possible to contest the fact that humans in 

1 Fazlur Rahman, Major Themes of the Qurʾa<n (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica,  
1994), 17.
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the Qur’an are presented as belonging with the rest of creation, yet also 
as having some unique characteristics. As Waldau points out, however, 
the word unique “can be used as an adjective to convey the idea that 
members of one species have a trait that no other animals have,” a sense 
to which he refers as “unique-different”; and another sense in which this 
word means “that the members of one species are more valuable than 
are members of another species,” which he refers to as “unique-better.”2 
Therefore, in addition to identifying the ways in which the Qur’an con-
siders humans to be unique, it is also important to know what type of 
uniqueness is intended.

Humans’ status

In addition to the spirit of God breathed into Adams’s body, humans’ dis-
tinction in the Qur’an is usually inferred from a number of other themes. 
The Qur’an tells us that God “taught Adam all the names” (2/al-Baqara: 
31), something seemingly denied even to angels. In addition, angels were 
ordered to fall in prostration to Adam upon his creation; this is often taken 
as a sign of the distinction of the entire human race and not only of the first 
man. Humans also appear as the only species that has accepted the burden 
of the trust (ama<na). Many exegetes hold the view that humans will con-
tinue to live eternally in the hereafter, whereas other earthly animals will 
be turned into dust after obtaining their due requital. More importantly, 
according to Pickthall’s translation, the Qur’an tells us,

Verily, We have honoured (karramna<) the children of Adam. We carry them on 
the land and the sea, and have made provision of good things for them, and have 
preferred them above many of those whom We created with a marked preferment 
(wa-faddalna<hum ʿala< kathırin mimman khalaqna< tafdılan). (17/al-Isra<ʾ: 70)

Therefore, humans appear to be distinct from other species, including 
angels, in a number of ways. There is no need, however, to focus here on 
the theme of prostration because it involves only (or mainly) humans and 
angels;3 nor on the theme of names because, unlike its Biblical equiva-
lent, it has no impact on the status of nonhuman animals. The Qur’anic 
Adam, unlike the Biblical one, was taught all names (al-asma<ʾ kullaha<) 
(2/al-Baqara: 31), not only the names of animals. This, in the opinions 

2 Waldau, The Specter of Speciesism, 97.
3 Satan (Iblıs), who was also ordered to prostrate himself to Adam, is viewed by some 

Muslim scholars as an angel, but more generally it is believed that he belonged to the jinn 
species.
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of Qur’anic exegetes, consists of an exhaustive list of all created things. 
Thus, if, indeed, “to have possession of a thing’s name is to have power 
over it,”4 as John Passmore maintains, then the Qur’anic Adam would 
have had power over all created things, and his role would almost rep-
licate that of God. This conclusion, obviously, is not deduced from the 
Qur’anic theme of names, as, regardless of the centrality of humans’ posi-
tion, in the view of these exegetes Adam and his progeny are part of cre-
ation and not likened to the Creator. In Qur’anic exegesis, discussions of 
the names generally raise the question of language and related attributes 
of knowledge and rationality. Adam’s capability of naming things “dem-
onstrated that [he] possessed the capacity for creative knowledge that 
angels lacked”, Rahman observes.5 Therefore, the assumption that, by 
teaching Adam the names, God delegated part of His divine authority to 
humankind – a Judeo-Christian tradition – is not replicated in Islamic 
doctrine. In view of this, the focus here is on the two themes of tafdıl 
(usually understood as preferment) and ama<na (trust), both of which are 
thought to impart to humans a special status specifically vis-à-vis other 
earthly animals.

Tafdıl

While “honour[ing] the children of Adam,” “carry[ing] them in the land 
and in the sea,” and “ma[king] provisions of good things” are some of 
the favors that God conferred on human beings, the last sentence of 17/
al-Isra<ʾ: 70, because of the comparison in it, has understandably been 
taken to point to humans’ superiority – and not mere distinction – to 
many creatures, particularly other earthly animals. Although the Qur’an 
itself does not specify the ways in which humans are favored, our exegetes 
provide us with a long list of the aspects that, in their opinions, account 
for humans’ special status. Among those, they cite the subjugation and 
serviceability of all creation to them; traveling land and sea, which only 
humans can do intentionally; dealing with finances; eating with one’s 
hands;6 being granted a wide array of foods, drinks, and clothing; hav-
ing erect posture; and being physically beautiful. In addition, humans 

4 Passmore, Man’s Responsibility for Nature, 8.
5 Rahman, Major Themes, 18.
6 Although some Qur’anic exegetes must have known that a number of other species eat 

using their hands, in comparisons of this kind they seem to hold an essentialized idea of 
nonhuman animals.

  

 

 

 



Animals in the Qur’an224

have been given senses, such as sight and hearing, which allow them to 
acquire understanding and discriminate between benefits and harms in 
worldly and religious matters; language; the ability to write; and cumula-
tive knowledge. The fact that the Prophet Muhammad is a member of the 
human race also accounts for the distinction and superiority of the entire 
human species in the view of a number of exegetes (T8: 115; R21: 10–4; 
Q10: 190–2; IK9: 44–5).

Al-Qurtubı, like other exegetes, considers that the comparison in 17/
al-Isra<ʾ: 70 applies to humans and nonhuman animals. He cites many of 
the points mentioned, however, he argues that none of them weigh much 
in this comparison. He explains that in the same way that God bestowed 
these gifts on humans He also bestowed on other animal species other 
gifts in which they have a greater share than humans. For example, He 
gave horses a faster pace, better eyesight, and stronger hearing; made 
elephants stronger; lions braver; and roosters more generous than human 
beings. Therefore, in al-Qurtubı’s opinion the human privileges that are 
commonly cited are of the unique-different type of distinction and are 
counterbalanced by other privileges in which certain other species have 
greater shares than humans. It is also worth noting that most of these 
privileges are brought up in Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ’s court case to prove humans’ 
superiority, only to be refuted by the nonhuman animal characters in this 
treatise, who highlight the subjective nature of humans’ judgment.

Al-Qurtubı, however, adds that reason, which “is the pillar (ʿumda) of 
religious accountability (taklıf) is the element that accounts for humans’ 
real distinction. It is thanks to reason that one can know God, under-
stand His speech, know His blessings, and believe in His prophets” (Q10: 
190–1).

Al-Qurtubı, therefore, still seems to understand this verse as point-
ing to humans’ superior status or their unique-better distinction, which 
he bases on their possession of rational faculties. From his perspective, 
however, reason is valuable not as an end in itself, but as a means that 
can lead humans to know God. Therefore, the ultimate criterion in this 
comparison is knowledge of God and not intelligence for its own sake. 
In fact, in this respect al-Qurtubı differs from al-Ra<zı, who often presents 
the mere possession of rational faculties as a sign of human superiority.

Al-Qurtubı also notes that,

Since it [reason] did not fulfil all the tasks that were expected of it, prophets 
were sent and scriptures revealed. Therefore, religion is the equivalent of the sun, 
while reason is the equivalent of the eye. If the eye is opened and if it is sound, it 
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becomes possible for it to see the sun and to become conscious of the details of 
things. (Q10: 190–1)

It is not necessary to reiterate al-Qurtubı’s inconsistencies in his presen-
tation of nonhuman animals’ spirituality and rational faculties, how-
ever, it is important to highlight that even in this context he makes the 
value of reason fully contingent on its ability to fulfill the function of 
seeing the “light of religion” and believing in and obeying God. However, 
because most humans, as al-Qurtubı acknowledges in a different context 
(Q7: 47), have failed to use reason properly, how can reason still elevate 
their status above that of other animals? Because the value of reason is 
purely instrumental and depends on its proper use, which corresponds to 
knowing about, having faith in, and obeying God, then this gift can only 
elevate the status of those who use reason properly. However, the verse 
speaks about the tafdıl of all of Adam’s children, not only the believers or 
the righteous among them, thus pointing to another inconsistency in this 
exegete’s treatment of humans’ status.

This ambivalence, in my view, is at least partly a result of the complex-
ity and ambiguity of the concept of tafdıl. This concept, in fact, seems 
to have caused a number of difficulties for many Qur’anic scholars and 
continues to do so up to the present. Although the verb faddala is under-
stood by some exegetes in the same way that Pickthall renders it in his 
translation of the Qur’an, that is, to prefer, some indications suggest that 
the ideas of preference, being someone’s favorite, and making or consid-
ering someone better than or superior to another are not intended by this 
Qur’anic concept. Nonetheless, the interpretation of tafdıl as a sign of 
superiority can be detected in a number of early treatments of this con-
cept and has become even more prominent over time, as illustrated by the 
later lexical definitions given to it. Therefore, after discussing the lexical 
treatment of this concept, I will study it in specific Qur’anic contexts and 
exegetical discussions to present a clearer understanding of it.

Tafdıl and fadl in Arabic lexicons
Al-Khalıl ibn Ahmad (d. 170/786), the author of the earliest Arabic lexi-
con, Kita<b al-ʿayn, considers the concept of fadl to be well-known (al-fadl 
maʿrūf). This assumption, which is certainly more valid at the time of the 
composition of this dictionary than in subsequent centuries, results in 
some ambiguity because of the circularity of some of his definitions, as he 
often uses derivatives of the same root to explain the meaning of words 
derived from this root. Nonetheless, his general treatment of this concept 
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shows that the basic semantic field of the f-d-l root is “extra part.” For 
example, fadla means leftover food (al-baqiyya min al-taʿa<m). The adjec-
tive fudul describes someone who contrasts the layers of her/his garments 
for purposes of adornment. A fida<l is a spare garment that someone keeps 
for use at home. The verb afdal, when used with food or land, means 
to leave some of it. In all these cases, therefore, the basic meaning of 
fadl and its derivatives is extra or additional; for the most part, it relates 
to quantity. In addition, al-Khalıl explains that the word fadıla means 
“increase and superiority in fadl (al-daraja wa-al-rifʿa fı al-fadl).” Because 
of the circularity of this definition, the meaning seems rather ambiguous. 
Considering that the root f-d-l is sometimes used in contexts of desired 
increase (leftover food indicates abundance and layering garments cre-
ates an aesthetic effect), however, the word fadıla, understood in later 
dictionaries as virtue, may simply mean here “praiseworthy increase.”7

Al-Ra<ghib al-Isfaha<nı (d. 502/1108) defines the concept of fadl as 
al-ziya<da ʿan al-iqtisa<d, which means superfluity or overflow. Although 
his discussion of the verse 17/al-Isra<ʾ: 70 indicates that the verbs fadula 
and faddala may carry the idea of excelling, al-Isfaha<nı still emphasizes 
this concept’s quantitative rather than qualitative nature. In other words, 
fadula for him often means having more things rather than necessarily 
having better things or being better. Al-Isfaha<nı, in fact, specifies that 
there are two types of fadl, a good type, as in increase in knowledge or 
in clemency (hilm), and a bad type, as in anger or excessive anger. He 
adds that the word fadl is used mostly to indicate praiseworthy increase, 
whereas another derivative of the root f-d-l, the word fudūl, is used to 
indicate blameworthy increase. Al-Isfaha<nı also explains that “a gift that 
is not required of the giver (i.e., given out of pure generosity and not in 
return for, or in expectation of, anything else) is called fadl.”8 According 
to this definition, then, the word fadl itself means more good things, how-
ever, because this root can have derivatives that indicate excess in both 
directions (fadl versus fudūl), it is safe to deduce that the quantitative 
aspect is the more fundamental component of this concept.

The lexicographer ibn Manzūr (630–711/1232–1311), who lived 
about two centuries after al-Isfaha<nı but only about one generation after 
al-Ra<zı and who was a contemporary of al-Qurtubı, defines the concept 
of fadl as the opposite of naqs (decrease) and naqısa (shortcoming, fault), 
therefore adding a clear qualitative nuance (found in the concept of fault) 

7 Al-Khalıl ibn Ahmad, Kita<b al-ʿayn (Bagdad: Da<r al-Rashıd, 1980–5), s.v. “f-d-l.”
8 Al-Isfaha<nı, Mufrada<t alfa<z al-Qur’an al-karım, s.v. “f-d-l.”
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to the quantitative one (found in decrease). Ibn Manzūr still gives a num-
ber of examples in which words derived from the root f-d-l convey only 
a quantitative idea and cites many of the examples found in Kita<b al-ʿayn 
to illustrate his point. He also cites a hadıth stating that “the fadl of a 
garment [will lead its owner to] hellfire,” which, he explains, means “the 
part of the garment that a person trails on the ground in order to show 
off will result in that person’s punishment in the hereafter.”9 In this case, 
fadl refers to the extra part of one’s garment that is not needed to cover 
the body. In these usages, then, it is clear that the word fadl has only a 
quantitative aspect: It refers to the extra or superfluous part of a thing. 
Although in some instances it indicates praiseworthy or desired increase, 
this idea is perhaps only because sometimes the extra thing happens to 
be cherished.

Whereas ibn Manzūr makes the distinction between the two nuances 
of the concept using words from the same root (fadl is the opposite of 
naqs and naqısa), the later lexicographer al-Zabıdı (d. 1205/1791) draws 
a distinction between the two nuances using words from different roots: 
He talks about fadl with the meaning of ziya<da (increase) versus fadl with 
the meaning of sharaf (honour), hence showing that the qualitative aspect 
had become, by his time, firmly entrenched in this word.10 Thus, fadl came 
to be not only about having more, or having more good things, but also 
about being better. Therefore, although in earlier dictionaries fadl and its 
derivatives mostly indicated the idea of superfluous and surplus in differ-
ent contexts, and occasionally a surplus of good things (hence becoming 
a desired surplus), a qualitative dimension attached to the receiver or 
owner of fadl gradually crept in. From having more things or more good 
things, fadula gradually came to mean being better.

Fadl and tafdıl in the Qur’an
Fadl. The two most frequent derivatives of the root “f-d-l” occurring in 
the Qur’an are the noun fadl and the verb faddala with its verbal noun, 
tafdıl. The first (fadl) has a more straightforward meaning; in most cases, 
the Qur’an speaks about God’s fadl to humankind in general, or to 
smaller groups or individuals, such as the believers or the Prophet. For 
example, in 2/al-Baqara: 243, the Qur’an informs us, “God is a Lord of 
Kindness (dhū fadl) to humankind, but most of humankind gives not 

9 Ibn Manzūr, Lisa<n al-ʿarab (Beirut: Da<r sa<dir, 1993), s.v. “f-d-l.”
10 Al-Murtada< al-Zabıdı, Ta<j al-ʿarūs min jawhar al-qa<mūs (Kuwait: Matbaʿat Hukūmat 

al-Kuwayt, 1965), s.v. “f-d-l.”
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thanks.” In al-Tabarı’s interpretation, God’s fadl to humankind consists 
of “the fact that He showed them the path of guidance, admonished 
them against the paths of ruin and destruction, in addition to all other 
worldly, religious, personal, and financial graces that He bestowed on 
them” (T2: 605). Addressing the Children of Israel, the Qur’an also 
says, “If it had not been for the grace (fadl) of God and His mercy you 
would have been among the losers” (2/al-Baqara: 64). This, in al-Ra<zı’s 
interpretation, is a reference to the respite God granted them until they 
repented (R3: 101). Likewise, addressing the Prophet’s Companions, the 
Qur’an says, “Had it not been for the grace (fadl) of God and His mercy 
unto you, not one of you would ever have grown pure. But God causes 
whom He will to grow” (24/al-Nūr: 21). Thus, in these verses, fadl means 
grace and kindness of God. Considering al-Isfaha<nı’s definition of this 
concept (ziya<da: superfluity, overflow; a gift that is not required of the 
giver), it is reasonable to suggest that fadl corresponds to God’s grace 
and kindness extended to humans not in return for anything they do, 
but as something extra, that is, purely out of His generosity. The idea of 
superfluity or supplementary benefits is particularly clear in the verse that 
states “Then, as for those who believed and did good works, He will give 
them in full their rewards and grant them extra from His bounty (fadl)”  
(4/al-Nisa<ʾ: 173).11

God’s fadl is also something humans are encouraged to seek. For exam-
ple, after performing the Friday congregational prayer, believers are told 
to “disperse in the land and seek of God’s bounty (fadl)” (62/al-Jumuʿa: 
10). Likewise, one of the reasons God “constrained (sakhkhara) the sea 
to be of service” is that “you [humankind] may seek of His bounty (fadl) 
and that haply you may give thanks” (16/al-Nahl: 14). In all these cases 
the word fadl has a quantitative component, consisting of the fact that it 
is something extra, and a qualitative attribute, as it always refers to good 
things that God gives to humans. Significantly, this qualitative dimension 
characterizes the bounties themselves and is not indicative, by itself, of 
the merit of their recipients. In fact, as in the case of taskhır, the Qur’an 
often highlights humans’ failure to show the proper response to God’s 
fadl, as in most cases they remain ungrateful. In addition to the frequent 
mention of most humans’ lack of appreciation for God’s bounties, the 
Qur’an also denounces a category of people who assert that if God “gives 
us of His bounty (fadl) we will give alms and become of the righteous. 
Yet when He gave them of His bounty, they hoarded it and turned away, 

11 Sahih International translation. 
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averse” (9/al-Tawba: 75–6). Because the Qur’an readily points out and 
denounces such failures to show appreciation, it becomes clear that one 
of the goals of highlighting God’s fadl to humans is to emphasize God’s 
generosity and kindness rather than the distinction or special status of 
humans. The fact that God’s fadl is not meant as a sign of preference is 
even clearer in the verse stating, “And let not those who hoard up that 
which God has bestowed upon them of His bounty (fadl) think that it 
is better for them. Nay, it is worse for them” (3/Al ʿImra<n: 180). Indeed, 
one can obtain God’s fadl yet remain blameworthy and subject to divine 
denunciation. Clearly, then, fadl itself is a sign of God’s generosity; how 
humans respond to it, however, (gratitude or ingratitude) is the element 
that is indicative of their merit.

One of the purposes of extending fadl to humans appears to be to test 
them. In his comment on God’s numerous bounties, including the subju-
gation of jinn and other animals to him, the Prophet Solomon acknowl-
edges, “This is of the bounty (fadl) of my Lord, that He may try me 
whether I give thanks or am ungrateful” (27/al-Naml: 40). Even in the 
case of a prophet, the purpose of extending God’s fadl is not to empha-
size his distinction or to indicate that he is God’s favorite, but rather to 
test his character.

It is also important to note that although in some contexts the word 
fadl is not modified, in others it is modified by adjectives such as ʿazım 
(great) and kabır (huge), or accompanied by nouns such as niʿma (bless-
ing) and rahma (mercy). In this case, fadl always refers to religious gifts 
in this life or reward in the afterlife. For example, the Prophet is told to 
“announce unto the believers the good tidings that they will have great 
bounty (fadlan kabıran) from God” (33/al-Ahza<b: 47). The Prophet him-
self is told, “God reveals unto you the scripture and wisdom, and teaches 
you that which you knew not. The grace (fadl) of God toward you has 
been infinite” (4/al-Nisa<ʾ: 113). God’s fadl always consists of cherished 
bounties, however, the gifts that are religious in nature or gifts that are 
given in the afterlife are more valuable than those bounties that are lim-
ited to this life, which are transient in nature.

In sum, we can conclude that in its Qur’anic usages, God’s fadl refers 
to the bounties He extends to humans purely out of His generosity and 
not in return for deeds they perform or because of personal merit they 
possess. God does this out of His infinite generosity. Therefore, fadl is 
indicative of God’s goodness, and not the special status of humans. God’s 
fadl is also extended to humans to test them. It may be added that the 
fact that the Qur’an refers to God’s fadl to humans in particular does not 
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negate the possibility that other creatures may also have an ample share 
of His bounties (as suggested by al-Qurtubı). The fact that the Qur’an 
does not elaborate on God’s bounties to other creatures can again be 
explained by the fact that this scripture is addressed to humans, not to 
other creatures.

Faddala/tafdıl. The verb faddala is a second form of the same root 
and naturally has the basic semantic field of fadl; nonetheless, it has an 
additional comparative element that presents us with a difficult situation. 
When the Qur’an says that God faddala A to B, we know that this 
comparison involves both a quantitative element (giving more), which 
is the basic characteristic of this concept and a qualitative aspect that 
characterizes the gift and not the recipient, considering that God’s fadl 
in the Qur’an deals with His bounties and treasured gifts. These two 
dimensions lead us to conclude that the meaning of faddala A to B could 
simply be that one gives more good things to A than to B. In this way, 
faddala could mean to favor in the sense of giving more good things and 
not in the sense of liking more or preferring someone to someone else. 
However, the former is easily interpreted as a sign of the latter: When 
someone gives more good things to A than to B, this is usually taken as 
a sign of preferring A to B. It is important to consider whether this is the 
case with the Qur’an.

In addition to the tafdıl of the children of Adam “above many of those 
whom We created,” the Qur’an also speaks of the tafdıl of the Children of 
Israel over “[all] creatures” (al-ʿa<lamın: 2/al-Baqara: 47, 122; 7/al-Aʿra<f: 
140; and 45/al-Ja<thiya: 16); the tafdıl of some messengers and prophets 
over others or over all creatures (2/al-Baqara: 253; 6/al-Anʿa<m: 86; 17/
al-Isra<ʾ: 55; and 27/al-Naml: 15); the tafdıl of men and women over one 
another (4/al-Nisa<ʾ: 32); the tafdıl of the believers who “strive in the way 
of God with their wealth and lives” over the believers “who sit still, other 
than the disabled” (4/al-Nisa<ʾ: 95); the tafdıl of some fruits over oth-
ers despite the fact that all of them are “watered with one water” (13/
al-Raʿd: 4); the tafdıl of some human beings over others in provision 
(rizq; 16/al-Nahl: 71); and finally the tafdıl of human beings in general 
over one another (17/al-Isra<ʾ: 21). The analysis of some of these usages 
of tafdıl will hopefully suffice to give us a clearer idea about the meaning 
of this word.

Although in general the Qur’anic verb faddala, including those in 
some of the earlier sources, is understood to mean to prefer, to consider 
better, or to cause to become better (hence attaching a qualitative value 
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to the receiver of God’s bounties rather than to the gifts), at least in one 
instance, which is God’s favoring of some people above others in provi-
sion (16/al-Nahl: 71), this understanding is not reflected in some of the 
exegetical discussions of this concept. Commenting on this verse, al-Ra<zı 
says,

Sometimes we see the smartest and the most brilliant of people endeavouring 
to make a modest living to no avail, while the gates of good fortune can be 
wide open for an ignorant and dull person. If there were a correlation between 
such blessings and the efforts and abilities of the person, then the smarter person 
would [consistently] have a greater share in such fortunes, but evidently this is 
not the case. (R20: 63–4)

Al-Ra<zı pursues this discussion by pointing out that “disparities between 
human beings are found in many other areas, such as intelligence and 
stupidity, beauty and ugliness, wisdom and foolishness, and good health 
and illness.” This exegete even shares a personal anecdote in which he 
relates,

In one of my travels I accompanied a king whose wealth and eminence were 
abundant, but who was unable to ride any of the animals that were brought 
to him, nor was he able to enjoy any of the variety of savoury foods and fruits 
that were at his disposal. In contrast, one of us can be sound in humour (sahıh 
al-miza<j) and strong in constitution, however he can hardly find something to 
fill his stomach. Therefore, even if kings are wealthier than poor people (yafdulu 
al-faqıra fı al-ma<l), poor people may have a greater share in health and strength. 
(R20: 63–4)

This discussion indicates that, in al-Ra<zı’s view, God’s fadl in (different 
types of) provision is neither distributed according to personal merit, nor 
does it impart absolute superiority on its recipients, nor does it make 
them better than others. All it does is impart a relative superiority in a 
given area, and this can be counterbalanced by another’s superiority in a 
different one.

In this area, tafdıl is neither taken as a sign of absolute superiority nor 
of divine partiality, however, in other contexts it is, and this creates cer-
tain difficulties for our exegetes as well as other Qur’anic scholars. This 
is particularly clear in the discussions of God’s tafdıl of the Children of 
Israel over all creatures (al-ʿa<lamın); a point that is mentioned four times 
in the Qur’an. This tafdıl presents our exegetes with difficulties not only 
because it seemingly compromises the status of the Muslim community, 
but also because the Qur’an roundly criticizes the Israelites in a number 
of contexts, including the very ones in which their tafdıl is affirmed. A 
number of exegetes address this difficulty by narrowing the meaning of 
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certain words. Al-Tabarı interprets “‘I preferred you (faddaltukum) to 
[all] creatures’ as ‘I preferred (faddaltu) your ancestors to al-ʿa<lamın.’ This 
is because blessings conferred on forefathers can be considered blessings 
on their progeny as well” (T1: 303). About al-ʿa<lamın, al-Tabarı says, 
“even though this word implies generality (ʿumūm), it really designates 
specificity (khusūs), because the meaning of this verse is that I ‘preferred’ 
you over the creatures of the time in which you [meaning your ancestors] 
lived” (T1: 303). Al-Tabarı corroborates his argument by a hadıth in 
which the Prophet is reported to have said, “You [Muslims] came after 
seventy communities (umma), and you are the best (khayr) of them all, 
and the noblest (akram) in the sight of God” (T1: 303). Al-Tabarı clearly 
understands the concept of tafdıl as a status-related term that points to 
the personal merit or superiority of the party that is favored, however, 
this view also compels him to restrict the distinction of the Children of 
Israel to highlight that of Muslims.

Al-Qurtubı, however, agreeing with al-Tabarı, adds that another pos-
sible interpretation is that God faddala the Children of Israel over all 
creatures because of the [large] number of messengers whom He sent to 
them, and this was specific to them to the exclusion of all others” pre-
sumably at all times (Q1: 256). The early exegete Muqa<til (d. 150/767) 
also understands the tafdıl of the Israelites as the tafdıl of their ancestors 
(which, apparently, he understands as preferment), however, he specifies 
that their tafdıl consists of singling them out with “manna, quail, [water 
gushing out of] a stone, and the white cloud [overshadowing them].”12 
Therefore, even if this tafdıl in Muqa<til’s understanding can be a sign of 
preferment, it still consists of the favors and blessings God bestowed on 
them to the exclusion of all other communities. Receiving these blessings, 
however, does not appear to be linked to any inherent merit on the part 
of the Children of Israel, and considering the criticism that often accom-
panies the tafdıl verses, it is justifiable to conclude that the extension of 
these blessings did not result in a higher status, nor did it make them bet-
ter than other nations.

The ambivalence in the meaning of this concept seems to be caused 
by a misconstruction of God’s favors: These are often interpreted as 
a sign that God considers one party to be better than another, either 
because that party deserves the divine gifts because it is intrinsically bet-
ter than the others (perhaps because God created it of a better substance 

12 Muqa<til ibn Sulayma<n, Tafsır Muqa<til (Cairo: Muʾassasat al-Halabı wa-Shuraka<ʾuh, 
1969), 1: 133.
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or nature); causes a given party to become better; or simply as a sign of 
being liked more for no particular reason, that is, as a result of some sort 
of favoritism. This interpretation is not, however, supported by textual 
evidence from the Qur’an. Recipients of God’s fadl do not deserve the 
fadl type of graces because the very definition of fadl means superfluity 
and gifts given not in return for anything, including merit or deeds (by 
al-Isfaha<nı’s definition). Furthermore, receiving God’s fadl in itself does 
not make someone God’s favorite nor does it impart on the recipient 
absolute or even meaningful superiority. The favor may cause the recipi-
ent to be superior to another in a specific area, such as wealth, however, 
what leads to preferment or becoming God’s favorite is, among other 
things, one’s response to God’s fadl. If the recipients of God’s graces fail 
to respond properly, the ultimate result of such fadl is God’s displeasure. 
In fact, fadl can be used as a test and may ultimately demonstrate that 
someone is inherently undeserving, as suggested by Solomon.

With regard to the Muslim community in particular, or possibly to 
the limited circle of the Prophet and his Companions, the Qur’an does 
establish their distinction in a clear unique-better sense. The word used 
to express this idea, however, is not derived from the f-d-l root, but rather 
from kh-y-r, which implies goodness. The Qur’an says, “You are the 
best (khayr) community that has been raised up for humankind” (3/ Al 
ʿImra<n: 110). Furthermore, this verse links this qualitative dimension or 
the inherent merit of the Muslim community not to favors imparted to it 
from God or to random choice, but rather to certain traits it possesses and 
deeds it performs, because the same verse continues by explaining, “You 
enjoin right conduct and forbid indecency; and you believe in God” (3/ Al 
ʿImra<n: 110). It clearly establishes a link between deeds and faith on the 
one hand, and merit on the other. Therefore, being favored (mufaddal) 
means receiving more of certain good things, whereas being khayr means 
to be or to become qualitatively better. In contrast to tafdıl, one needs to 
earn the quality of khayr (goodness) through faith and good deeds.

The concept of tafdıl continues to challenge Qur’anic scholars up to 
the present, particularly when evaluating its influence on the status of 
women and examining the subject of the Children of Israel. According to 
Pickthall’s translation, the Qur’an states, “Men are in charge of women, 
because God has made the one of them to excel the other (bi-ma< faddala 
Alla<hu baʿdahum ʿala< baʿdin)” (4/al-Nisa<ʾ: 34). Similarly, A. J. Arberry 
renders the idea of tafdıl in this verse as “God has preferred in bounty 
one of them over another,” whereas N. J. Dawood translates the same 
section saying “Because God has made the one superior to the other.” 
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In the same way, Amina Wadud, who rightly observes that tafdıl cannot 
be earned, but rather “can only be given by God,” and that it is given 
“to test the one to whom it is given,” still takes this concept to mean 
preference.13

In contrast, Muhammad Abdel Haleem, who disagrees with the pre-
ceding translations, explains that the “root of the concept of fadl in Arabic 
means ‘to give more’” and that “Lexically fadl is ziya<da, i.e., more.”14 
Abdel Haleem goes on to specify that “the Qur’an does not say, ‘Because 
God has given men more than women …’ but ‘God has given some more 
than others.’ This implies that to women God gave certain things, while 
to men He gave other things.”15 These different gifts, according to Abdel 
Haleem’s discussion, do not elevate the status of one gender above that of 
the other. He states also that “This expression [i.e., fadl/faddala] occurs 
a number of times to refer to the nature of things, namely that in this 
world some have been given more wealth (16: 71) and some more of 
other things.”16 Therefore, fadl can only impart a limited type of superior-
ity in a certain area, which could be wealth, or (as indicated by al-Ra<zı’s 
discussion) health, strength, or other things. Like Wadud, Abdel Haleem 
highlights the reason God bestows certain types of fadl on certain human 
beings – to test them – as he observes that “Each will be judged accord-
ing to how they conducted themselves with what they have been given 
(6: 165).”17

The same ambivalence about the concept of tafdıl can be noted in John 
Kaltner’s treatment of the status of the Children of Israel in the Qur’an. 
Kaltner writes, “In verse al-Baqara: 122 God addresses the children of 
Israel and tells them to remember ‘that I set you above all creatures.’ This 
sounds very much like the biblical theme of the election of Israel as God’s 
chosen people, and this text suggests that the Qur’an does allow for the 
possibility of such special status.”

However, Kaltner seems to think that this interpretation is inconsistent 
with the Qur’an’s general message, which does not allow for favoritism.18 

13 Amina Wadud, Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 69.

14 Muhammad Abdel Haleem, Understanding the Qur’an: Themes and Style (London: 
Tauris, 1999) 49.

15 Ibid., 50.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.
18 See for example his statement, “In the Muslim view, God does not play favorites but 

desires all people to embrace Islam and thereby establish an intimate and special bond 
with the deity.” John Kaltner, Ishmael Instructs Isaac: An Introduction to the Qurʾan for 
Bible Readers (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1999), 94.
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He adds, “when we interpret it [2/al-Baqara: 122] in light of God’s words 
to Abraham that the covenant does not apply to evildoers we see that it 
does not impart a permanent or immutable special status.”19 Therefore, 
although Kaltner understands the concept of tafdıl as “setting above,” 
he has to resort to Qur’anic context to circumscribe the meaning of the 
tafdıl of the Children of Israel by making it contingent on their deeds 
(evildoers are not included in the covenant with God). In his discussion 
of 7/al-Aʿra<f: 134–40, dealing with the Children of Israel, Kaltner also 
notes that “this passage contains curiously ambiguous evaluations of the 
Israelites, as they are on the one hand ‘exalted above all others’ (v. 140) 
yet on the other Moses describes them as ‘an ignorant people.’” This per-
ceived ambiguity, in my opinion, is a result of a misinterpretation of the 
concept of tafdıl.

Similarly, in her attempt to play down the significance of the concept 
of tafdıl on the status of women, Wadud brings up the tafdıl between 
prophets, referred to in 2/al-Baqara: 253,20 which, again, she understands 
as preference. Because the Qur’an states also that “We [Muslims, believ-
ers] make no distinction between any of His messengers” (2/al-Baqara: 
285), Wadud concludes that according to the Qur’an “no distinction is 
made between them [prophets]” and consequently that this “preference 
is relative” thus implying that even if tafdıl means preference, this pref-
erence is not very significant. The concept of tafrıq (distinction / separa-
tion), on which Wadud builds her argument, however, is not related to 
that of tafdıl. According to al-Tabarı, 2/al-Baqara: 285 implies that the 
believers “accept the message of all prophets, and do not accept some 
while rejecting others” (T3: 153). Therefore, this verse does not tell us 
anything about the status of any prophet, but rather informs us of the 
believers’ reaction to their messages, all of which are to be accepted. The 
tafdıl between prophets, on the other hand, although sometimes under-
stood as indicative of the superiority of some to others, still refers to the 
special gifts bestowed on them. According to Muqa<til, this consists of the 
fact that God spoke to Moses, took Abraham as His friend, gave to David 
the Psalms and allowed hills and birds to praise God with him, taught 
Solomon the language of birds and subjugated the wind and the jinn to 
him, and allowed Jesus to heal the blind and the leper and to create birds 
from clay. All of these gifts are certainly valuable and cherished, and in 

19 John Kaltner, Ishmael Instructs Isaac, 119.
20 Rendered by Pickthall as “Of those messengers, some of whom We have caused to excel 

others.”
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the Qur’an all prophets are highly regarded; however, considering the 
general usage of the word fadl in the Qur’an, there is no necessary corre-
lation between God’s gifts and these prophets’ personal merit. However, 
one can safely say that there is a correlation between the gifts and God’s 
generosity. Wadud had to resort to the tafrıq argument to resolve the 
same difficulty encountered by al-Tabarı and Kaltner. In all these cases, 
tafdıl is interpreted as a sign of preferment or raising a given party above 
another, and this conflicts with other Qur’anic themes, thus creating a 
need to circumvent or to play down the preferment interpretation.

To return to 17/al-Isra<ʾ: 70, the tafdıl of human beings “above many 
of those whom We created” may indeed involve a comparison between 
human and nonhuman animals, although this possibility cannot be firmly 
established. Whatever is being compared, the point of this verse, in my 
view, is to highlight God’s grace to humans and not to elevate their status 
above that of other creatures. This verse tells us that God has bestowed 
on humans a number of gifts that He has not bestowed on other crea-
tures. The verse, in fact, seems to emphasize material gifts in particular 
(“We carry them on the land and the sea, and have made provision of 
good things for them”). Such gifts are signs of God’s generosity, how-
ever, the Qur’an often presents them as having limited and short-term 
value (limited to this life). In addition, as with other cases of tafdıl in the 
Qur’an, humans are not given these gifts because they deserve them or 
on the basis of an inherent or pre-existing superiority or distinction, nor 
once they were given these gifts did they become better than or totally 
superior to other creatures. The two subsequent verses, in fact, remind us 
that still: “On the day when We shall summon all men with their record, 
whoso is given his book in his right hand – such will read their book and 
they will not be wronged a shred. Whoso is blind here will be blind in the 
Hereafter, and yet further from the road” (17/al-Isra<ʾ: 71–2).

Therefore, despite their takrım and tafdıl, many humans remain blind 
in this life and will remain so in the afterlife. If, in fact, being mufaddal is 
an indication of one’s status as a favorite of God, why would God allow 
His favorite creatures to remain blind, and why does He denounce their 
behavior?

In view of both lexical and contextual factors, it is plausible to con-
clude that conferring grace on humans is not a sign that God prefers 
them to other creatures. He extends these bounties because of His own 
goodness, and, in some instances, to test humans. To return to Waldau’s 
distinction, although tafdıl indicates that humans are unique (because 
they are given gifts that are not given to other creatures), they are only  
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unique-different and not unique-better, for even if this uniqueness imparts 
a type of superiority on them in certain areas, this superiority can be 
counterbalanced by other types of superiority resulting from the tafdıl of 
other species in other areas.

As we have seen, our exegetes have a long list of the special gifts that 
God conferred on humans, however, the Qur’an itself does not elabo-
rate on the ways humans are unique. Interestingly, something that seems 
to be given to humans only is ama <na. None of our exegetes perceive 
a correlation between the two concepts of ama <na and tafd ı l, probably 
because the Qur’an presents ama <na as a responsibility and a laborious 
task rather than as a grace (fad l) from God. Even though ama <na is not 
a grace and is not listed among the factors that account for the tafd ı l 
(favoring with special gifts) of humans, however, it still is something 
that seems to have been given to humans only and thus can account for 
their uniqueness.

Ama<na

The Qur’an says, “We offered the trust (ama<na) unto the heavens and the 
earth and the hills, but they shrank from bearing it and were afraid of it. 
And the human being (al-insa<n) assumed it. He has proved a zalūm and 
a jahūl” (33/al-Ahza<b: 72). In the most prevalent opinion, the concept of 
ama<na consists of the general imposition of religious obligations (taklıf) 
in return for reward or punishment, and insa<n in this verse corresponds 
to Adam, or more generally to the human race (Q14: 163–5; R25: 202). 
It is understood that God offered this religious responsibility to the heav-
ens, the earth, and the hills, however, all of them declined it, preferring to 
be subdued (musakhkhara<t) to God’s command, stating that they wanted 
neither reward nor punishment. When God offered it to Adam, explain-
ing that he would be required to satisfy its obligations (tuʾaddı haqqaha<), 
however, Adam, overconfidently, did not hesitate to assume it. In another 
account, it is suggested that Adam volunteered to assume this trust with-
out even being asked to do so. After he assumed it, our exegetes say 
that God provided him with help, consisting of “veils for his eyes” (i.e., 
eyelids) to “pull them down” whenever he is faced with the possibility 
of looking at something prohibited; “a gate for his tongue” (i.e., lips), 
which he can close when at risk of saying something wrong or consum-
ing a prohibited substance; and a cover for his private parts, which he is 
allowed to lift only in licit situations. Despite this assistance, the exegetes 
note, it did not take Adam more than the time between the noon and the 
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afternoon prayers to disobey God and consequently to be banished from 
the Garden (T10: 340–1).

As stated in this verse and fully acknowledged by our exegetes, Adam’s 
or humankind’s acceptance of the burden of the trust (ama<na) was not a 
sign of good judgment. In fact, the three parties to which the same offer 
was made, the heavens, the earth, and the hills, or possibly all of creation 
with the exception of humans (as the words heavens and earth are some-
times understood as referring to their inhabitants), proved to be wiser in 
their decision. In spite of the fact that they were more powerful than the 
human being, our exegetes note, they still realized that this burden was 
too heavy for them, whereas the human being, despite his/her frailty, did 
not shrink from such a momentous task.

Commenting on this theme, Rahman writes,

It is this deep-seated moral fact that constitutes the eternal challenge for man 
and renders his life an unceasing moral struggle. In this struggle, God is with 
man, provided man makes the necessary effort. Man is squarely charged with this 
effort because he is unique in the order of creation, having been endowed with 
free choice in order to fulfill his mission as God’s vicegerent. It is this mission – 
the attempt to create a moral social order on earth – which the Qurʾa<n (33: 72) 
describes as the “Trust.” God offered the Trust to the heavens and the earth but 
they refused to accept it, being frightened of the burden involved; it was accepted 
by man, whom the Qurʾa<n tenderly rebukes as “unfair to himself and foolhardy.” 
[zalūm and jahūl]21

Rahman, therefore, clearly perceives a link between humans’ uniqueness 
and the theme of ama<na, which, in his opinion, is connected to the idea 
of free will. Although it is not clear whether he intends this uniqueness 
in a different or a better sense, because the Qur’an states that before 
being assumed by humans the same trust was offered to other creatures, 
which willingly chose not to take it, we can see that whatever status ema-
nates from this function, it was not coveted by other creatures. In fact, 
because the Qur’an interprets humans’ assumption of the trust as a sign 
of extreme zulm and jahl (concepts discussed later), bearing this trust can 
hardly be considered a privilege. Rather, this decision seems to be indica-
tive of the human being’s initial lack of judiciousness and to have resulted 
in burdening him/her with a taxing challenge.

The Qur’an’s description of the human acceptance of the trust as zalūm 
and jahūl is a far more severe criticism than a mere “tender rebuke,” as 
Rahman tries to present it. In his discussion of the first of these concepts, 

21 Rahman, Major Themes, 18 (emphasis in the original). 
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Figure 5. Folio from a Gulistan (Rosegharden) by Saʿdı. Reproduced from Freer 
Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.: Gift of the Art and 
History Trust in honor of Ezzat-Malek Soudavar, F1998.5.5. With permission.
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zulm, Izutsu writes that it “is not too much to say that it is one of the most 
important negative value words in the Qur’an.”22 Izutsu also explains 
that the “primary meaning of ZLM is, in the opinion of many of the 
authoritative lexicographers, that of ‘putting in a wrong place.’”23 The 
Qur’anic usage of the intensive form of the adjective derived from this 
root would indicate that the human being is not only the wrong place for 
(i.e., unfit to assume) the ama<na but would seem to be utterly unqualified 
for this role.

The second characteristic, jahūl, is an even more serious criticism than 
the first. In his discussion of this concept, Izutsu says,

Jahl is the typical behavior pattern of a hot-blooded impetuous man, who tends 
to lose his self-control on the slightest provocation, and consequently to act reck-
lessly, driven by an uncontrollable blind passion, without reflecting on the disas-
trous consequence this behavior might lead to. It is the behavior pattern peculiar 
to a man of an extremely touchy and passionate nature, who has no control of his 
own feelings and emotions, and who, therefore, easily surrenders himself to the 
dictates of violent passion, losing the sense of what is right and what is wrong.24

The opposite of jahl, Izutsu further explains, is hilm, which is “the nature 
of a man who is able to stop the outburst of this very jahl.” “If jahl is 
a burning flame of anger,” he states, “hilm is calmness, balanced mind, 
self-control, and steadiness of judgment.”25 Jahl, one of the characteristics 
of the pre-Islamic (Ja<hilı) Arabs, was “from the Islamic point of view … 
a manifestation of human presumptuousness, insolence and arrogance 
caused by man’s ignorance of himself and God.”26 In this way, it is pos-
sible to view jahl as an attitude standing in opposition to isla<m, or sur-
render (to God). In view of this, by declining the ama<na, not only did 
the parties to which this offer was made prove to be more balanced and 
steady of judgment – to use some of Izutsu’s characterizations – than 
the human being, but perhaps even more Muslim (i.e., one who surren-
dered him/herself). One may even wonder whether the whole point of 
the revealed religion of Islam (i.e., surrender) is to teach human beings to 
submit themselves to God just like other fellow creatures do. This point, 
in fact, is explicitly made by Rahman who writes, “Since everything in the 
universe does behave in accordance with its ingrained laws … the whole 

22 Izutsu, Ethico-religious Concepts in the Qurʾa<n, 164.
23 Ibid., 164–5. See also Rahman, Major Themes, 25.
24 Toshihiko Izutsu, God and Man in the Qur’an: Semantics of the Qur’anic Weltanschauung 

(Kuala Lumpur: Islamic Book Trust, 2002), 223–4.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid., 221.
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universe is therefore Muslim, surrendering to the Will of God. Man is the 
only exception to this universal law.”27 Such a view would indicate that 
the human race at large is perhaps at a disadvantage compared to other 
creatures rather than the other way round, for although the positive qual-
ities of obedience and subjugation to God come naturally to these crea-
tures, humans must strive to reach this state. From a Qur’anic perspective 
most humans fail even to take up this challenge and to strive toward this 
goal, and thus the majority of them remain non-Muslim.

The depiction of humans in the Qur’an

Zulm and jahl are not the only negative traits that characterize human 
nature from a Qur’anic perspective. In addition to these two attributes, 
the Qur’an describes the human being as daʿıf (weak), yaʾūs (despair-
ing), kafūr and kaffa<r (ingrate), ʿajūl (hasty), qatūr (grudging), manūʿ 
(niggardly), qanūt (desperate), halūʿ (impatient and restless), jazūʿ (fret-
ful), and kanūd (ungrateful). Notably, with the exception of the adjective 
daʿıf, all of these adjectives occur in intensive forms, an indication of 
how deeply the Qur’an considers these characteristics to be entrenched in 
human nature.28 In fact, as Neal Robinson observes, the Qur’an contains 
a number of “categorical denunciations of humankind (al-insa<n).”29 For 
example, we read in sura 70/al-Maʿa<rij, “Humankind has been created 
restless, when evil touches him, impatient, when good touches him, nig-
gardly.” Likewise, the Qur’an says, “Humankind indeed acts insolently; 
he considers himself self-sufficient” (96/al-ʿAlaq: 6–7), and “Humankind 
is grudging towards his Lord and indeed he is a witness against that. 
Indeed he is passionate in his love of wealth” (100/al-ʿAdiya<t: 6–8).30

It is, in fact, quite remarkable that out of the sixty-five occurrences of 
the word insa<n (human being) in the Qur’an, only four can be regarded 
as neutral, neither praising nor denouncing certain potential traits of 
humans. Three of these consist of recommendations to treat parents well 
(29/al-ʿAnkabūt: 8; 31/Luqma<n: 14; 46/al-Ahqa<f: 15), and one simply 
states that God is the creator of human (55/al-Rahma<n: 3). The remain-
ing instances either highlight humans’ lowly origin, emphasize human 

27 Rahman, Major Themes, 23–4.
28 The adjective daʿıf does not have an intensive form.
29 Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qurʾan: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text. 

(Washington, D. C.: Georgetown University Press, 2003, second edition), 117.
30 Ibid., Robinson’s translation. For more on this point, see Robinson, 116–20.
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flaws, or point to the paradoxical phenomenon of arrogant behavior 
coming from such a lowly creature. For example, 23/al-Muʾminūn: 12 
traces humans’ origin back to “a product of wet earth (sula<la min tın)”; 
15/al-Hijr: 26 asserts that “Verily We created man of potter’s clay of black 
mud altered (salsa<l min hamaʾ masnūn)”; and 32/al-Sajda: 8 reminds us 
that God “made his (the human being’s) seed from a draught of despised 
fluid (min ma<ʾ mahın).” The intention to highlight the humble origin of 
humans is clear not only in the fact that their creation is traced back to 
simple elements (water and dirt), but also in the adjectives modifying 
these elements. The water from which human seed is made is despised 
(mahın), and the clay from which humans were originally shaped is black 
mud altered (hamaʾ masnūn), which means not only “mud brought into 
shape,” as a number of English translations indicate, but also “altered in 
composition,” that is, fetid and smelly. From this emphasis on the lowly 
origins of humans, it seems justified to deduce that the Qur’an portrays 
them as having no intrinsic or innate superiority.

Ungratefulness, arrogance, and other types of flaws constitute the 
most recurring themes in the discussion of humans. The paradox of 
human constitution is also highlighted. In 80/ʿAbas: 17–9 it is exclaimed, 
“Cursed be man! how ungrateful is he (qutila al-insa<nu ma< akfarah)! 
Of what thing did He create him? Of a small seed; He created him.” 
Likewise, 16/al-Nahl: 4 and 36/Ya<sın: 77 state that the human being was 
created from “a drop of fluid” (nutfa), yet he became “an open opponent” 
(khasım mubın).

Describing humans in such ways does not imply, however, that from a 
Qur’anic perspective the human being is inherently corrupt or immoral. 
In fact, as Rahman points out, in this respect “the Qur’an is not just 
descriptive but is primarily prescriptive.” By highlighting these negative 
psychological drives this scripture seeks to heighten humans’ awareness 
of their own potential weaknesses and potential flaws so that they tran-
scend them. As Rahman explains,

Phrases like “God has sealed their hearts, blinded their eyes, deafened them to truth” 
in the Qurʾa<n do have a descriptive meaning … but even more primarily in such 
contexts, to change the ways of men in the right direction. Thus, all our clarifica-
tions and interpretations of such usages in the Qurʾa<n – factual, and moral – oper-
ate jointly and must be properly understood and assigned proportionate roles.31

Therefore, in the same way that the Qur’an highlights human potential 
flaws, it also prescribes preventive, preemptive, and/or curative remedies 

31 Rahman, Major Themes, 23. 
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for them and assures them of God’s help and forgiveness. Human beings 
may be limited by different types of psychological drives; nonetheless, 
they have the potential and capability to avoid and rise above such limi-
tations should they want and try to.

It is also remarkable that, in contrast to the word insa<n, which evokes 
mostly negative connotations, when humans are referred to as ʿ iba<d (sing. 
ʿabd: slave/subject of God; the root ʿ-b-d denotes the idea of worship-
ping), a noticeably more positive image emerges. This is particularly the 
case when humans are referred to as My/Our subjects (ʿiba<dı/ʿiba<duna<), 
ʿiba<d Allah (subjects of God), or ʿıba<d al-Rahma<n (subjects of the most 
Beneficent). This image is particularly clear in 25/al-Furqa<n: 63–75, 
which states:

ʿIba<d al-Rahma<n are they who walk upon the earth modestly, and when the fool-
ish ones address them answer: Peace;

And who spend the night before their Lord, prostrate and standing,

And who say: Our Lord! Avert from us the doom of hell; The doom thereof is 
anguish;

It is wretched as abode and station;

And those who, when they spend, are neither prodigal nor grudging; and there is 
ever a firm station between the two;

And those who do not invoke with God another deity, nor take the life which 
God has forbidden save in (course of) justice, nor commit adultery – and whoso 
does this shall pay the penalty;

The doom will be doubled for him on the Day of Resurrection, and he will abide 
therein disdained for ever;

Save those who repent and believe and do righteous work; as for such, God will 
change their evil deeds to good deeds. God is ever Forgiving, Merciful.

And whosoever repents and does good, they verily repent toward God with true 
repentance –

And those who will not witness vanity, but when they pass near senseless play, 
pass by with dignity.

And those who, when they are reminded of the revelations of their Lord, fall not 
deaf and blind thereat.

And who say: Our Lord! Vouchsafe us comfort of our spouses and of our off-
spring, and make us patterns for (all) those who ward off (evil).

They will be awarded the high place inasmuch as they were steadfast, and they 
will meet therein with welcome and the ward of peace.

Unlike insa<n, ʿiba<d al-Rahma<n are God-conscious. These two ways of 
referring to the human being (insa<n versus ʿabd/ʿiba<d) indicate that, 
in a neutral state, humans tend to be potentially governed by negative 
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psychological impulses and that in their capacity as insa<n that is not con-
nected to God they are characterized by a number of negative attributes. 
It is only when they engage in a relationship with God, as His subjects 
who worship and are conscious of Him, that they start realizing their 
potential. In their capacity as ʿiba<d, humans may still err and are thus still 
punishable, however, as long as they reenter in a relationship with God 
not only will they be accepted, the earlier passage reassures, but even 
their evil deeds will be turned into good deeds.

The Qur’anic assessment of the extent to which humans have realized 
their potential consists of “sad accounts of the human record.”32 In a 
number of perhaps mostly descriptive statements, the Qur’an asserts that 
“most of humankind give not thanks” (2/al-Baqara: 243; 12/Yūsuf: 38; 
40/ Gha<fir: 61); that most of them “believe not” (11/Hūd: 17; 13/al-Raʿd: 
1); and that “We have displayed for humankind in this Qur’an all kind of 
similitudes, but most of humankind refuse anything save disbelief” (17/
al-Isra<ʾ: 89). In light of this, we are justified to conclude that although 
humans are endowed with potential or the latent ability to become better 
beings, they neither start off as purely flawless (the Qur’an often high-
lights their humble origin: despised fluid, black mud altered, etc.) nor 
after undertaking their life journeys do they necessarily become utterly 
meritorious. In fact, the Qur’an clearly tells us that most humans fail to 
realize their potential.

Although our four exegetes do not elaborate much on these Qur’anic 
denunciations of humankind, and occasionally even try to limit these 
negative attributes to the disbelievers of Mecca or to other restricted 
groups, all of them acknowledge at least occasionally that ingratitude 
and disbelief characterize the vast majority of humans. In spite of this, 
however, they frequently present humans as superior to, or better than, 
other earthly animals, which, nonetheless, are often presented as innocent 
beings and as worshippers of God. This opinion, as we have seen, is based 
on a number of elements, mainly on the element of rationality. Such views 
lead us to our last issue in this chapter, that is, the Qur’anic criteria for 
assigning status.

Qur’anic criteria for assigning status

The idea of status can generally be inferred from a number of compar-
ative concepts, such as the concept of excelling; being worthier or more 

32 Ibid., 30.
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meritorious; being considered superior or better; being favored; prefer-
ring, liking, or loving more; and having more of certain things. Although 
all these notions can convey superiority, some of them seem to impart 
only a trivial and transient type of status. In fact, in the Qur’an it is pos-
sible to distinguish between two types of status: conferred versus earned. 
Whereas both types may raise their subject to higher ranks, conferred sta-
tus by itself (i.e., when unaccompanied with earned status) is of a rather 
fleeting nature.

When dealing with these types of status, it is also important to be 
aware that some of these concepts are characterized by a degree of ambi-
guity. The English verb “to favor” can illustrate this point. This verb may 
convey the ideas of both giving more and liking more. Although these 
two ideas may appear interconnected, in the sense that when someone 
likes another more, this feeling can be translated into giving more to that 
person, this is not necessarily the case.

Conferred status
As argued, tafdıl, which is often considered a status-related concept, refers 
to God’s bounties, and not to personal worth or merit. Such bounties may 
impart some degree of superiority in specific areas, however, tafdıl per se 
does not make the favored party better nor more valuable than the one 
who is not favored, and the mere receipt of God’s fadl does not indicate 
that the receiver is preferred or favored by God. Furthermore, the tafdıl 
of one party in a certain area is often counterbalanced by the tafdıl of 
another in a different area. For example, in the human context a person 
can be superior to another in wealth, however, that same person can be 
inferior to the second in health, as indicated in al-Ra<zı’s anecdote. In the 
general animal context, humans may excel over other animals in numer-
ous areas, such as their possession of creative and cumulative knowledge; 
however, many other animals surpass humans in other areas, such as 
physical strength or the various skills mastered by certain species.

In addition to the concept of tafdıl, the Qur’an declares also that 
“Surely We created man of the best stature (ahsan taqwım)” (95/al-Tın: 
4), which Foltz considers as one of the proofs that “[w]ithin the hierarchy 
of Creation, the Qur’an depicts humans as occupying a special and priv-
ileged status.”33 The same opinion is encountered in some exegetes’ dis-
cussion of this verse. For example, al-Qurtubı cites the exegete Abū Bakr 
ibn al-ʿArabı, who considers that “God has not created any being which 

33 Foltz, Animals in the Islamic Tradition, 15.
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is better (ahsan) than the human being, for He gave him life, knowledge, 
power, hearing, sight, and wisdom, all of which are attributes of God, 
glory be to Him.”34 Although in some opinions this verse is interpreted 
as implying humans’ superiority to other creatures, in others it is under-
stood simply as describing one of the different phases in human life. In 
some of the interpretations cited by al-Tabarı, the meaning of this verse 
is that “We created the human being and caused him to reach young age 
(shaba<b), which is the age of (optimal) steadiness (istiwa<ʾ), robustness 
(jalad), and vigour (quwwa). This is the best (ahsan), the most balanced 
(aʿdal), and the most upright (aqwam) of all of life’s stages” (T12: 636). 
Therefore, in this opinion the phrase ahsan taqwım simply refers to one 
among many stages in human life and does not aim at highlighting the 
status of humans vis-à-vis other creatures.

Whichever interpretation one opts for, it is clear that in both cases this 
verse refers to conferred status, because bestowing on humans the attri-
butes that supposedly make them better than other creatures or cause 
them to reach the age of their best health and balance are both God’s 
deeds. In fact, it is possible to understand this verse as simply referring 
to another type of God’s fadl or bounties toward humans. In either case, 
the status this verse imparts on humans is clearly affected by the subse-
quent verse, which declares that “Then we reduced him to the lowest of 
the low” (95/al-Tın: 5), thus pointing to the transient nature of this type 
of status. In a number of opinions, the phrase asfal sa<filın (the lowest of 
the low) refers to another stage of human life, which is old age, when a 
person “becomes senile, hearing-impaired, with poor eyesight, mentally 
and physically weak, and unable to perform good deeds” (R32: 12). In 
another set of opinions, however, the phrase “lowest of the low” refers to 
“hellfire, which often becomes the final abode of the human being” (T12: 
638). This interpretation, in fact, seems more justifiable in the light of the 
following verse (95/al-Tın: 6), which excludes “those who believe and do 
good works” from reaching “the lowest of the low.” Al-Tabarı, however, 
prefers the interpretations according to which this sura is understood as 
dealing with different phases of a human’s life. Although he acknowl-
edges that believers are not exempt from reaching old age and that they 
can become senile and weak, he also argues that they are excluded from 
the effect of old age in the sense that, even if at this age they can no longer 
perform good deeds, they continue to earn the same reward as if they 

34 Ibn al-ʿArabı, Ahka<m al-Qur’an, 4: 415. 



Humans in the Qur’an 247

were still young and performing such deeds because this used to be their 
practice when they enjoyed their full mental and physical health.

Earned status
The earned type of status in the Qur’an is designated primarily by the verb 
ahabb (to love) both in the affirmative and the negative, when it has God 
as its agent. The Qur’an, in fact, is very clear about whom God loves and 
whom He does not. Among those He loves, one can cite, for example, the 
beneficent (al-muhsinın), the God fearing and pious (al-muttaqın), those 
who cleanse and purify themselves (al-mutatahhirın), those who repent 
(al-tawwa<bın), the patient (al-sa<birın), and the just (al-muqsitın). In con-
trast, He does not love aggressors (al-muʿtadın), unbelievers (al-ka<firın), 
evildoers (al-za<limın), the workers of corruption (al-mufsidın), the profli-
gate (al-musrifın), the arrogant (al-mustakbirın), the treacherous ingrate 
(kull khawwa<n kafūr), and the prideful boaster (kull mukhta<l fakhūr). 
There is no ambiguity, then, that in the Qur’an God’s love must be earned 
through faith and striving for the traits and characters that the Qur’an 
considers praiseworthy. Although all of these are attributes mentioned 
only in a human context, they are all clearly of an ethical and spiritual 
nature. As we have seen, morality and, even more importantly, spiri-
tuality do not characterize human beings only, but rather all creation. 
Therefore, although the Qur’an informs us about whom God loves and 
whom He does not only in a human context, a glance at the nature of its 
criteria indicates that God’s love extends to all nonhuman (and non-jinni) 
creation, all of which is portrayed in the Qur’an as God-conscious and 
as obedient to their Creator. The clear emphasis on these creatures’ glo-
rification of (tasbıh), submission (isla<m), and prostration (sujūd) to their 
Creator clearly serves to highlight their merits and to indicate that God 
is pleased with them.

Status in the Qur’an is also conveyed by the two words khayr and sharr 
in comparative contexts; these two terms imply respectively goodness 
and badness. The term khayr, as noted earlier, occurs in the description 
of the Muslim umma, which is said to be “the best (khayr) community 
that has been raised up for humankind” (3/Al ʿImra<n: 110). The reason 
the latter attained this status is that they “enjoin right conduct and forbid 
indecency;” and “believe in God” (3/Al ʿImra<n: 110). Therefore, unlike 
fadl, to be better is something that must be earned through the combi-
nation of faith and good deeds. Likewise, the Qur’an states that “the 
worst of animals in God’s sight are the ungrateful who will not believe”  
(8/al-Anfa<l: 55), hence drawing attention first to the fact that this type of 
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assessment is God-centered, as it tells us whom God considers to be bet-
ter or worse; and second, it reiterates the same idea that this type of status 
depends on faith and deeds.

The Qur’an also states that “the worst of animals (sharr al-dawa<bb) 
in God’s sight are the deaf, the dumb, who have no sense (alladhına la< 
yaʿqilūn)” (8/al-Anfa<l: 22). This verse seems to corroborate the claim 
about the importance of reason in considerations of status because it 
states that those animals that do not “understand are the worst in God’s 
sight. Significantly, however, the only animals that are intended in this 
verse belong to the human species. They are those “who say, we hear, 
and they hear not” (8/al-Anfa<l: 21). These verses do not state that the 
intended disbelievers have no hearing whatsoever, but rather that they 
are those who fail to hear (and benefit from) what is worthwhile: that is, 
God’s message and the Prophet’s teachings. Similarly, disbelievers are not 
depicted as having no reason, but rather as not putting their reason to 
good use: They do not understand (la< yaʿqilūn). In this case, even if one 
insists that humans are the only earthly species that possess rational fac-
ulties (a debatable point, as seen earlier), mere possession of such faculties 
is to no avail if these faculties are not put to proper use. Reason is a good 
gift that God has bestowed on humans. Like all types of God’s earthly 
bounties, however, its value is transient unless it is put to good use, and 
through it, one is led to know about and to obey God. This conclusion 
is the same reached by al-Qurtubı in his interpretation of 17/al-Isra<ʾ: 70, 
however, even though al-Qurtubı accepts that the only proper use of rea-
son is that it allows humans to known God, he still considers that reason 
elevates the status of the human race (rather than believers) above that 
of other earthly animals. This conclusion is inconsistent with the verse 8; 
al-Anfa<l: 22. Al-Qurtubı, however, seems to have reached this conclusion 
because when comparing humans to other animals, he idealizes his image 
of the former. This stance, of course, is not unique to this exegete. In fact, 
it is one of the most salient features of comparisons between humans and 
other species whether in an Islamic or other contexts. Actual nonhuman 
animals are rarely compared to actual human beings; rather, comparisons 
involve idealized images of the latter to distorted and uninformed images 
of the former.

Those who are ungrateful and who fail to believe are said to be the 
worst of animals in the sura 8 (al-Anfa<l) and then the worst of all cre-
ation in sura 98 (al-Bayyina), which declares,

Those who [despite all evidence] are bent on denying the truth – [be they] from 
among the followers of earlier revelation or from among those who ascribe 
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divinity to aught beside God – will find themselves in the fire of hell, therein to 
abide: they are the worst of all creatures. [And,] verily, those who have attained 
to faith and do righteous deeds – it is they, they who are the best of all creatures. 
Their reward is with their Lord: Gardens of Eden underneath which rivers flow, 
wherein they dwell forever. God has pleasure in them and they have pleasure in 
Him. This is (in store) for those who fear their Lord (7–9).

Although in the opinions of our exegetes the word bariyya, translated 
here as “all creatures,” is sometimes not as inclusive as English transla-
tions usually render it, they focus on excluding angels only from it. Our 
exegetes suggest that the word bariyya is either derived from baraʾa (i.e., 
to create), hence referring to all created beings, or that it is related to 
the noun bara<, a synonym of tura<b (dust), hence referring only to crea-
tures made of dust; this allows them to keep angels out of this compari-
son. Al-Ra<zı, however, who opts for the more inclusive interpretation, 
does not consider that these verses elevate the status of believing humans 
above that of angels because angels are among “those who have attained 
to faith and do righteous deeds” as well (R32: 49).

Unlike the concepts of fadl and tafdıl, in the context of which humans 
are sometimes denounced for their lack of thankfulness, the concepts of 
khayr and sharr are presented on the one hand as contingent on faith and 
deeds, and on the other, as ultimately translating to reward or punish-
ment in the hereafter. Furthermore, the reward of those who “attained to 
faith and do righteous deeds” consists not only of dwelling eternally in 
heaven, but also of enjoying God’s pleasure. Therefore, the correlation in 
earned, eternal, and truly meaningful status is between faith and deeds, 
God’s love or lack thereof, and reward or punishment in the hereafter.

The idea that God’s love or lack thereof translates in either reward 
or punishment is also clear in 5/al-Ma<ʾida: 18, stating, “The Jews and 
Christians say: We are sons of God and His loved ones. Say: Why then 
does He chastise you for your sins? Nay, you are but mortals of His creat-
ing. He forgives whom He will, and chastises whom He will.” The same 
can certainly be said about the human race: If humans are God’s loved 
ones, why would He chastise them for their sins?

This conclusion is in fact the same as the one reached by Ikhwa<n 
al-Safa<ʾ before resorting to the argument of the Prophet’s intercession. 
After refuting most of the anthropocentric criteria to which humans in 
the treatise resorted to prove their superiority to nonhuman animals, 
humans finally took up the argument of eternal life, claiming that those 
who will continue to live eternally are ultimately superior to the ones 
who will not. However, other animals countered this claim arguing that 
eternal life can be a sign of superiority only for those who will dwell 
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in heaven. It is only by departing from the Qur’anic theme of the pun-
ishment of disbelievers and evildoers that Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ were able to 
affirm the superiority of all humans to all other animals. The Qur’an, in 
fact, tells us that on Judgment Day “the disbeliever will cry: ‘Would that 
I were dust!’” (78/al-Nabaʾ: 40), which, our exegetes explain, is the ulti-
mate destiny of nonhuman animals, which will be turned into dust after 
obtaining their reward or punishment.

A final question needs to be addressed. If nonhuman animals are spiri-
tual and moral beings that are not inferior to humans, then why are they 
not given the opportunity to earn eternal life in heaven as humans are? 
This question is neither addressed by our exegetes nor directly answered 
in the Qur’an. However, as indicated earlier, a number of other exegetes 
seem to accept that at least some nonhuman earthly animals will dwell 
in heaven. In addition, Abū Hayya<n al-Andalusı (d. 745/1344) suggests 
that the word mustaqarr can be a reference to heaven or hell, which will 
be the final abode of every animal, as indicated in his commentary on 
11/Hūd: 6: “And there is not an animal in the earth but the sustenance 
thereof depends on God. He knows its habitation (mustaqarr) and its 
repository (mustawdaʿ). All is in a clear Record.”

Abū Hayya<n, therefore, seems to accept that all animals, human or 
nonhuman, will enter either heaven or hell, and possibly continue to live 
there forever.35 Al-Ra<zı relates that in the opinion of the Muʿtazilıs, after 
compensating nonhuman animals for their suffering in this life, it is pos-
sible that God will allow some of them to reside in heaven (R31: 26). 
Al-Thaʿlabı cites an opinion according to which the dog of the Dwellers 
of the Cave (18/al-Kahf: 22) and ʿUzayr’s ass (2/al-Baqara: 259) will 
dwell in heaven.36 Sheep, as indicated in the tradition attributed to Abū 
Hurayra, are also said to be among the animals of heaven.37

These opinions have no Qur’anic basis and only a few of them are 
based on Hadıth, which suggests that they may simply be motivated 
by love for (certain?) nonhuman animals and a desire to maintain their 
company in the hereafter. Nonetheless, one of the reasons such opinions 
could be indulged is that the Qur’an does not rule out the possibility that 

35 Abū H ayya<n al-Andalusı, al-Bahr al-muhıt (Beirut: Da<r al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1993), 5: 
205.

36 Al-Thaʿlabı, al-Kashf wa-al-baya<n (Beirut: Da<r Ihya<ʾ al-Tura<th al-ʿArabı, 2002), 2: 251. 
Other individual animals that are sometimes said to be granted eternal life in Heaven 
include the ram Abraham sacrificed instead of his son, the whale that swallowed the 
Prophet Jonah, and the crow that showed the son of Adam how to bury his brother.

37 Anas ibn Ma<lik, Al-Muwattaʾ, (Cairo: Jamʿiyyat al-Maknaz al-Isla<mı, 2001), no. 1705.
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nonhuman animals will live eternally. The Qur’an’s lack of elaboration 
on this point may be explained, again, by the nature of its intended audi-
ence. This is why it contains only one brief and ambiguous allusion to the 
ultimate destiny of nonhuman animals (the fact that they will be turned 
into dust), the interpretation of which depends on Hadıth and the per-
sonal opinions of the exegetes.

Even if we accept this allusion as the final pronouncement on the 
destiny of nonhuman earthly species, however, this could be because of 
the correlation between reward and punishment on the one hand and 
ama<na (trust) on the other. If we accept the interpretation that ama<na 
was offered to the dwellers of the heavens and earth (al-sama<wa<t  
wa-al-ard), then nonhuman animals could have been among the crea-
tures that turned down this offer out of fear of the risk involved in it. 
Furthermore, because nonhuman animals still have a type of accountabil-
ity, would it be too farfetched to imagine that they may have chosen to 
accept a different, perhaps milder, type of trust (ama<na)?

Obviously, this question may be unwarranted because the Qur’an itself 
desists from elaborating on it. However, silence about this question may 
simply imply that it is not fully relevant to this scripture’s guidance mes-
sage. Humans, of course, may still feel curious about other animals’ final 
destiny, as they may feel about other issues pertaining to them. Desire 
to improve our understanding of other species does not seem to conflict 
with the Qur’anic text. In fact, the mere attribution of so much com-
plexity to nonhuman animals can be a tacit invitation to improve our 
understanding of other species. However, if definitive answers are unat-
tained or prove unobtainable, one should not substitute them with mere 
assumptions or speculations. The Qur’an’s human audience is reminded 
that “You have been given of knowledge nothing except a little” (17/
al-Isra<ʾ: 85).
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Conclusion

In this book I have attempted to provide a non-anthropocentric read-
ing of the Qur’an. This reading is hardly an innovation. Many Muslims 
agree that the Qur’anic worldview is theocentric, an opinion that is fully 
accepted by the present author. The Qur’an, of course, is also anthro-
pocentric in the sense that it is addressed to humans, its goal is to guide 
humans to follow God’s path, and it is situated within the realm of what 
is known, imaginable, and thinkable by humans. This great interest in 
humans seems to have been one of the main reasons why the Qur’an 
is often considered anthropocentric; because it discusses humans more 
than any other creature, it appears as if it cherishes or values them more. 
However, careful analysis indicates that privileged status is contingent on 
moral and religious uprightness, not species membership. The Qur’an’s 
primary message is to invite humans to believe in and obey God. Those 
who fail to be God-conscious and to live their lives in accordance with 
God’s rules are not privileged. It is in this sense that this scripture is 
theocentric.

The Qur’an, perhaps more than other scriptures, also lends itself to an 
eco-centric reading, whereby the entire creation is cherished. It is notable 
in fact that the first sura of the Qur’an presents God as Rabb al-ʿa<lamın, 
a phrase that many exegetes understand as the “[sustaining] Lord of all 
created beings.” By ascribing to nonhuman beings’ features, which, by 
Qur’anic standards, are considered positive and praiseworthy (such as 
submission to and glorification of God), the Qur’an seems not only to 
present nonhuman creation in a positive light, but also to emphasize the 
notion of theocentrism: The entire creation worships God.
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Because the idea that nonhuman animals are inferior to humans is 
prevalent among Muslims, as it is among the members of other world tra-
ditions, I started my argument by addressing this particular point. Many 
would argue that nonhuman animals’ inferiority in Islam is primarily 
founded on a number of Qur’anic themes, such as the idea of their ser-
viceability to humans, inferred from notions such as tadhlıl and taskhır. I 
did not contest the fact that a limited number of nonhuman animals (pos-
sibly only one species: camels) are indeed made serviceable to humans 
in some immediate, concrete ways (the notion of tadhlıl) and that all of 
them, along with the entire creation, are adapted to humans’ needs in 
more subtle and unstipulated ways (the notion of taskhır). Nonetheless, 
I have argued (1) that while providing service to humans, nonhuman 
animals, like all other nonhuman creatures, are answerable to God, not 
to human beings. God does not delegate to humans any type of domin-
ion over other animals; He only allows humans to derive a number of 
benefits from them. In fact, according to other Islamic texts, humans 
who exceed the limits in this respect become punishable. The Hadıth 
and Islamic jurisprudence go into considerable details in emphasizing the 
hurma (inviolability) of animals, human or nonhuman, enumerating the 
rights domestic and many other animals have against humans, including 
their owners; detailing the role of the government in guaranteeing the 
welfare of nonhuman animals; and stressing the fact that at least certain 
violations of animal rights are punishable in this life. Thus, Muslims are 
not free to deal with other animals as they may wish. (2) I have proposed 
also that whereas the Qur’an discusses mostly the serviceability of other 
beings to humans, this does not exclude the possibility that all creatures, 
including human beings, are serviceable to one another. This opinion is 
mostly founded on some Qur’anic themes which show that certain parts/
aspects of creation are put at the service of creatures other than humans 
(air is subjugated to birds, prairies and paths to bees, etc.) and on some 
extra-Qur’anic opinions brought up by our exegetes. The reason why the 
Qur’an highlights the serviceability of all creatures to humans in particu-
lar, I have proposed, is that it is “guidance for humankind.” It is meant to 
highlight God’s grace toward humans as a way of inviting them to show 
Him gratitude and obey Him.

I have argued also that the so-called vicegerency notion is more likely 
read into the Qur’an. Previous research, taking into consideration his-
torical (Qadi and Steppat), grammatical (Paret and Qadi), and contex-
tual (Paret) factors shows that the earliest known meaning of the word 
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khalıfa is only “successor” and “follower” (of a previous nation, party, 
or ruler); the idea of representation or acting on behalf of another party 
crept into this word at a post-revelation time. Thus, it is very unlikely 
that God appointed humans to represent Him on earth, particularly not 
among other animals. In fact, considering the insistence of the Qur’an to 
portray the human being (al-insa<n) as mostly disobedient and ingrate, the 
notion of vicegerency would create serious theological problems. How 
could God appoint a creature that He often portrays as zalūm and jahūl 
(extremely unjust and exceedingly hot blooded) to represent Him, the 
Just and Wise, among a creation that the Qur’an portrays as submitting 
and obedient to God?

Finally, in the same chapter I have offered alternative interpretations 
to the themes of cattle’s supposed misguidance and the metamorphosis 
of certain humans into apes and swine as a way of punishment. These 
interpretations, I am aware, may be perceived as apologetic. However, 
when one takes into consideration the general portrayal of nonhuman 
animals in the Qur’an, particularly the spiritual dimension to which the 
Qur’an ascribes them, I believe my interpretation becomes more justified. 
If spiritual guidance in the Qur’an corresponds to knowing about and 
obeying God, then probably the misguidance of cattle is of a mundane, 
rather than spiritual, nature. Similarly, normal (non-metamorphic) apes 
and swine are among the creatures that know about and worship God. 
By applying criteria that are derived from the Qur’an, they are supe-
rior to those who disobey God. In this view, al-Ra<zı’s theory that the 
point of this transformation is to inflict an extreme type of imprisonment 
rather than to demote the culprits seems not only more reasonable (full 
metamorphosis cannot serve as a type of punishment because it does not 
involve suffering), but is also more consistent with the general portrayal 
of nonhuman animals as believers.

Then I move to the discussion of the portrayal of nonhuman animals 
in the Qur’an, highlighting first that this scripture emphasizes similarity 
rather than difference between humans and other species (6/al-Anʿa<m: 
38), a point that can be further substantiated by the fact that the Qur’an 
does not have a word for “nonhuman animals.” The Qur’an, further-
more, emphasizes that each and every animal, no matter how small or 
large, and irrespective of its location, enjoys God’s attention and is fully 
provided for. Similarly, nonhuman animals’ deeds are fully recorded, as is 
the case with human beings. Contrary to prevalent perceptions, nonhu-
man animals are presented in the Qur’an as spiritual beings who, further-
more, seem to be moral, intelligent, and accountable. By ascribing them 
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these features, the Qur’an, in my opinion, not only considers nonhuman 
animals highly complex, but also seems to imply that they be held in high 
esteem.

These themes, of course, are still open to various interpretations, and 
we have seen how some exegetes, particularly al-Ra<zı, continued to resist 
this portrayal of other animals. However, even al-Ra<zı eventually had 
to admit that nonhuman animals, particularly those species he observed 
personally, have “great intelligence.” The development noticed in al-Ra<zı’s 
views, which, I think, is owed in a major part to the Qur’an, illustrates 
how this scripture contributed to the shaping of Muslim’s attitude toward 
nonhuman animals: It prompted many Muslims to observe them closely 
and to form more informed opinions about them. The genre of tafsır 
allowed us to have a glimpse into the sense of awe that many Muslims 
experience vis-à-vis the animal world, however, awe vis-à-vis God’s crea-
tion, particularly the animal world, is reflected mostly in works of adab.

Because the portrayal of nonhuman animals in a positive light still 
does not give us a full idea about their status (status is considered in 
comparative terms), in the last chapter I turned to the portrayal and sta-
tus of humans and to the discussion of assessment criteria derived from 
the Qur’an. The notion that the Qur’an is an anthropocentric document 
seems to be founded partly on the fact that this scripture focuses mainly 
on humans, who, after all, are by far the most discussed creature in this 
text. However, basing this opinion on quantitative considerations does 
not do justice to the Qur’anic worldview. One needs also to listen care-
fully to what the Qur’an says about humans. In fact, emphasis on the 
human species, as noted, may be explained primarily by the fact that the 
Qur’an is meant to be guidance for humankind; however, another reason, 
as suggested by Ikhwa<n al-Safa<ʾ’s nonhuman animal characters, could be 
that the Qur’an considers humans the most controversial species. The 
Qur’an, indeed, states, “And verily We have displayed for humankind in 
this Qur’an all manner of similitudes, but humans (al-insa<n) are more than 
anything contentious” (18/al-Kahf: 54, emphasis added). Interpreting the 
Qur’an’s interest in humans as an indication that it values them more 
conflicts drastically with the criticisms this scripture directs toward most 
humans.

The Qur’an is not an outright denunciation of the human being either. 
It does challenge humans’ self-perceptions and brings to light many of 
the features that it considers moral and spiritual flaws. This, however, is 
done for the sake of addressing them. The Qur’an, in fact, never tires of 
prescribing remedies to these various ills. The main answer starts with 
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faith in God and proceeds into serious engagement with His commands 
and prohibitions with renewed assurance of assistance and forgiveness. 
Thus, rather than being either a celebration or a denunciation of human 
nature, the Qur’an could more accurately be described as an invitation 
or guidance for humans to engage in a spiritual journey that would lead 
them to knowing more about God and to submitting willingly to Him. 
In doing so, humans will join a harmonious cosmic order of submission 
to the decrees of their Creator. The Qur’an asserts that to God “submits 
whosoever is in the heavens and the earth” (3/Al-ʿImra<n: 83) and that to 
God “makes prostration whatsoever is in the heavens and whatsoever 
is in the earth of living creatures” (16/al-Nahl: 49). Thus, by submitting 
themselves to God (isla<m), humans will simply join in what the rest of 
creation is doing.

By ascribing spirituality to nonhuman creation, one of the points the 
Qur’an possibly intends is to present this creation, including nonhuman 
animals, as models and sources of inspiration. In the spiritual journey 
to which they are invited, humans perhaps will do better learning from 
other creatures, including other animals, than feeling privileged or supe-
rior to them. In any case, we can see that the Qur’an insists that the many 
gifts in which humans traditionally take pride, such as financial status 
and rational faculties, will not necessarily elevate their status with God. 
In the long term, they will avail humans only if they are used properly, 
that is, in ways pleasing to God. Thus, in view of these interpretations, it 
is possible to conclude that Qur’anic nonhuman animals do not function 
as a backdrop against which humans’ self-image can be enhanced or their 
status can be inflated, nor are they placed under humans’ authority and 
dominion. Rather, they are presented as fellow creatures (peoples like 
you!) that are cherished and valued for their own sake and as believers in 
God. God has perfected their creation as He has perfected the creation of 
everything else, for the Qur’an asserts that God “made everything which 
He has created most good” (32/al-Sajda: 7). Last but not least, Qur’anic 
nonhuman animals are there for humans not only to learn about them, 
but also to learn from them many valuable lessons, not least of which, 
perhaps, obedience and submission to God (isla<m), the very message of 
the Qur’an.
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Appendix One

List of Nonhuman Animal Species in the Qur’an
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Appendix Two

List of Animal Categories in the Qur’an 
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